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ABSTRACT
To achieve collaborative learning, instructors must first create an
environment for collaborative learning. To understand and create this
environment, instructors must be familiar with the shifts students make when
transitioning from a traditional-lecture dominated class to one that is
collaborative. This study examined students' experience in a graduate-level
writing for publication course in terms of those shifts. This qualitative case
study was an action research project of the writing class over two semesters.
The focus of this study was to examine in what way an environment for
collaborative learning impacts students in a face-to-face classroom that was
augmented with an online discussion forum. To answer this question, the
study examined the collaborative learning environment in the areas of
instructor and student participation, preparation, working with peers, sources
of knowledge, and the use of the discussion forum. The themes emerging from
an in-depth understanding of the students' experiences are elaborated and
implications and practical applications for creating an environment for
collaborative learning are discussed.
Themes that emerged from this data include the importance of
participation by both the instructors and the students, the importance of
students hearing and learning from other students, the creation of an
environment where instructors are not seen as the only source of knowledge,
and the role and use of an online discussion forum. This research suggests that
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a class can be designed beyond the lecture format that demonstrates to students
that everyone is a participant. When this occurs, an environment for
collaborative learning can be created where there is trust and comradery, where
the students see and understand that there are many sources of knowledge
beyond the instructor, where the students better prepare for class, and where
the students look forward to working in small interdependent groups.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Distance education takes place when place and/or time separate an
instructor and students, and technology (often with face-to-face
communications) is used to bridge the instructional gap (Willis and Dickinson,
1997) (see Appendix A for a list of definitions for this study). Nearly 60

percent of the traditional colleges and universities are in the distance education
business (U. S. Department of Education, 1998). As people gain access to
computers and the Internet in increasing numbers, online education is
becoming more in demand. Western Governors University, an electronic
university, offers degree programs that are totally online where students can
complete degree requirements without setting foot on a college campus.
Students who participate in online courses use asynchronous and
synchronous technology tools to communicate (known as computer-mediated
communications or CMC) with other students and the instructor.
Asynchronous tools permit independent work by group members working
alone whereas synchronous tools permit simultaneous interactions by two or
more group members (Smith, 1994). Some researchers believe that online
education through computer conferencing (a specific type of CMC) is creating a
paradigm shift in education. This shift requires learning models that focus
more on collaborative learning, an interactive group knowledge building
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process where learners actively construct knowledge by formulating ideas into
words built through the reactions and responses of others (Harasim, 1993).
Several studies have shown that collaborative learning results in
increased student involvement with the course (Hiltz, 1994) and engagement in
the learning process (Harasim, 1990). Therefore, students make shifts when
transitioning from the traditional, lecture-dominated classroom to one that is
more collaborative. Instructors who use collaborative learning strategies have
drawn on the work of educational reformers such as John Dewey, M. L. J.
Abercrombie, Edwin Mason, and Paolo Freire (Trimbur, 1985). Each of these
individuals believed that knowledge is constructed by collaborative activity.
A central theme in Dewey's (1963) writing about education was the
belief that classroom activities should be related to the student's interests and
personal goals. Although the goals of the students and instructor should be
compatible, Dewey believed that learning occurs when the student sees a
purpose in an activity and considers it interesting and meaningful. Dewey's
theme of learner-centeredness is finding support with those who believe that
the Internet can be a learning source in the classroom. The Internet and its
communication tools (electronic mail, listservs, online discussion forums) can
help create an environment that engages students and allows them to follow
activities they consider meaningful. As instructors incorporate the Internet as
an instructional tool in the learning environment, research is needed to explore
this environment. The augmentation of a face-to-face classroom with an online
2

discussion forum can create an environment outside the classroom where
students freely dialogue topics of interest regardless of time or place.
With these considerations in mind, this study examines what impact an
environment for collaborative learning has on students in a face-to-face class
that is augmented with an online discussion forum. Can instructors create an
environment in which students will be motivated to learn collaboratively?
And, what does this environment look like? An abundance of research in
distance education exists on the use of the Internet in the classroom. However,
a limited amount of this research is focused on the use of the Internet for
collaborative learning in higher education for on-campus students. This
research will present, analyze, and compare data from online individual
questionnaires and focus group interviews. It will also relate these findings to
practical applications for creating a collaborative learning environment in a
face-to-face classroom that is augmented with an online discussion forum.

Statement of the Problem
Collaborative learning results in increased student involvement with the
course (Hiltz, 1994) and engagement in the learning process (Harasim, 1990),
and it appears that educators are beginning to realize the potential of online
discussion forums for promoting collaborative learning in the face-to-face
classroom. The research literature suggests that collaborative learning is
crucial to the effectiveness of online learning environments. It appears that by
3

using electronic mail (Email), listservs, and online discussion forums , distance
education students can reinforce their learning by working together. For oncampus students, the augmentation of the face-to-face classroom with an online
discussion forum can create an environment in which students continue to
learn collaboratively outside the classroom.
This research will explore this type of learning environment (the
augmented face-to-face classroom) to determine the impact of the
collaborative learning capabilities, to expand the perspective of the
student, and to provide motivation that will encourage
collaborative learning.

Statement of the Purpose
The purpose of this study was to collect data regarding university
students', not the instructors', experience in an environment for collaborative
learning (the classroom) that was augmented with an online discussion forum.
Elements of the students' experience that were examined included the
participation of the students and the instructors, class preparation, working
with peers, the sources of knowledge in the class, and the use of an on-line
discussion forum. The students' perceptions about collaborative learning in
the face-to-face classroom and on the discussion forum was assessed at midsemester and at the end of the semester from individual online surveys, focus
group interviews, and discussion forum transcripts. Based on this in-depth
4

examination of the students' experience, the study explored the implications of
this teaching mode as an alternative approach in college curriculum and
instructional design. The results of this study provide a basis of information
that will be useful to higher education instructors when they (1) transition to
an environment that is more collaborative, and (2) augment their existing faceto-face courses with an online discussion forum to promote collaborative
learning outside the classroom.
The study focused on (1) collaborative learning, not cooperative
learning; (2) the experience of university students, not the instructors; (3) the
creation of an environment for collaborative learning, not the achievement of
collaborative learning; and, (3) the comparison of a collaborative learning
environment to a traditional, lecture-dominated class that does not use
problem-solving or role-playing as methods of instruction.

Research Questions
The augmentation of the face-to-face classroom with an on-line
discussion forum promises to create an environment in which students will
learn collaboratively. The research questions addressed in this study are asked
to acquire additional information on how students will use this technology, and
to describe the kind of environment that promotes collaborative learning in a
face-to-face class and online. The main research question examined in this
study is:
5

In what way does an environment for collaborative learning impact
students in a face-to-face classroom that is augmented with an
online discussion forum?

To answer this question, the study examined the collaborative learning
environment in the following five areas:
Participation: How would you describe your participation, and the
participation of the instructors?
Preparation: How would you describe your preparation for class from
week to week? (How do you prepare to come to class?)
Working with Peers: What was it like working with the members of the
writing group?
Sources of Knowledge: What were the different sources of knowledge in
the class?
Use of Technology: How did you use the on-line discussion forum?

Findings
Themes that emerged from this data included the importance of
participation by both the instructors and the students, the importance for
students to hear and learn from other students, the creation of an environment
where instructors are not seen as the only source of knowledge, and the role
and use of an online discussion forum. To create an environment for
collaborative learning, the instructor needs to consider the following points.
6

Design Beyond Lectures
To increase student participation, instructors should design their classes
beyond the lecture method by including small group discussions and group
projects. If the class is held in a large lecture-hall, include labs where the
students can get to know each other, and at the end of the lecture, ask students
to articulate to each other what they just learned from the lecture. This
articulation will help the students understand the benefits of learning from
others and will help them become better prepared for class .
Create an Environment for Shared Participation
When instructors demonstrate to the students that everyone is a
participant, students will also see that they are known sources of knowledge. It
will also help build trust and comradery with the students and encourage better
participation by all students.
Create Opportunities for Group Work
Most students want to work together and learn from each other. To help
build interdependence, comradery, and trust, design activities where the
students work together on a group project, or where the students evaluate each
other's work and share that evaluation.

7

Augment with Online Communication Tools
Instructors may want to consider augmenting the face-to-face classroom
with an online communication tool so students can dialogue with each other
outside the regularly scheduled class. This augmentation will allow those
students who are shy and do not like to speak in front of others to participate as
well as provide opportunity for those students who did not get a chance to
speak during the regularly scheduled class.
By designing a class beyond the lecture format and demonstrating to the
students that everyone is a participant, an environment for collaborative
learning will be created where there is trust and comradery, where the students

will see and understand thatthere are many sources of knowledge beyond the
instructor, where the students will better prepare for class, and where the
students will look forward to working in small groups to become
interdependent.
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CHAPTER2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The purpose of this research study was to investigate in what way an
environment for collaborative learning impacts students in a face-to-face
classroom that is augmented with an online discussion forum.
·This chapter begins with a discussion about collaborative learning and
the transition from the traditional, lecture-dominated classroom to a
collaborative learning classroom. Then there is a discussion of online learning
that includes using the Web as an instructional tool with an emphasis on the
benefits and limitations of online learning, and using Internet communication
tools as a resource for collaborative learning to augment a face-to-face
classroom.

From the Traditional to the Collaborative
The development of the Internet and the Web has driven a rethinking of
education and education reform. This rethinking include developments in
understanding how we learn; how technology can provide new ways for
learning; and how we can create authentic learning experiences and
collaboration among administrators, university faculty, and students (Hunter,
1995).

This rethinking about learning has led to changes in the classroom. For
example, it has become common for instructors to require students , whether
9

taking a class on-campus or totally online, to use electronic mail and Webbased discussion forums, or to join listservs. However, for students to be
successful in an online environment, instructors must make a shift from merely
teaching to facilitating learning. They must shift from being only a dispenser of
information to being also a mentor and coach (Smith and MacGregor, 1992).
For educators, this shift can be made through collaborative learning.
Collaborative Learning Defined
Collaborative learning is based on the idea that learning is a social act
where people talk with each other; and, it is through this talk that learning
occurs (Gerlach, 1994). However, to begin, it is important to clarify two terms:
collaborative learning and cooperative learning. Although they are two
different concepts, they have been used interchangeably in many studies. In
Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary (1993), the word "collaborate" is
defined as "to work jointly with others or together, especially in an intellectual
endeavor" (p . 224), while "cooperate" is defined as "to act or work together with
another or others" (p. 255) . Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec (1994) define
cooperative learning as the "instructional use of small groups through which
students work together to maximize their own and each other's learning" (p. 4).
Matthews, Cooper, Davison, and Hawkes (1995) also distinguish between
collaboration and cooperation within the context of the classroom in the areas
of instructor involvement, authority and power between the instructor and the
students, and knowledge construction.
10

There are several definitions of collaborative learning. Very simply,
Kiesler (1992) defined collaborative learning as "the process of learning in
groups" (p. 149). In this definition, Keisler explained that talking, teaching,
and learning are intertwined processes in groups. Similarly, Hiltz (1988)
defined collaborative learning as "learning that emphasizes group or
cooperative efforts among faculty and students" (p. 59). She stressed the active
participation and interaction by both students and instructors.
Kaye (1992) argued that collaborative learning does not imply learning in
a group, but rather the possibility of relying on others to support one's own
learning and to give feedback within a non-competitive environment. Kaye
defined collaborative learning as "individual learning as a result of group
process" (p, 4). Harasim (1993) also stressed collaborative learning as a group
process where knowledge is constructed by forming ideas into words built
through the reactions and responses of others.
For Peters and Armstrong (1998), to collaborate means "that people labor
together in order to construct something that did not exist before the
collaboration, something that does not and cannot fully exist in the lives of
individual collaborators" (p. 75). Smith and MacGregor (1992) define that
"something" alluded to by Peters and Armstrong by saying that most
collaborative learning situations involve students working in groups of two or
more, searching for understanding, solutions, or meanings, or creating a
product.
11

Collaborative learning is not context-dependent; it has been used in
every discipline at every level of education (Smith and MacGregor, 1992).
Therefore, collaborative learning is not associated with what the instructor is
teaching, but how the instructor facilitates learning. An example of how an
instructor facilitates learning through collaborative learning is Allen Emerson, a
fairly typical university math teacher who lectured while students listened
(Emerson, Phillips, Hunt, and Alexander, 1994). Frustrated with not having
time to lecture on all the required material, Emerson decided to teach
collaboratively with his undergraduate students. He began by writing his own
math problems. In groups, students solved the problems, asked for help from
Emerson when needed, and wrote their answers on the board. Emerson and
the other students would comment on the answers and the group would defend
or amend its solutions. To help Emerson evaluate the new class format, he
asked students to keep learning logs where they answered three standing
questions and one question that changed from class to class: What did you do
today? How are the groups working for you? Is there anything I should know
about? Emerson also kept a similar log where he wrote problems to solve, notes
for mini-lectures, and problems during class. By collaborating with his
students, Emerson found he was able to get through more material, and that the
students achieved a deeper understanding of math and enjoyed class more.
Another example in the research literature is that of training medical
students. M. L.

J. Abercrombie conducted research for 10 years on the selection
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and training of medical students at University College, University of London.
The result of her research suggested that medical diagnosis is better learned
when small groups of students arrive at diagnoses collaboratively than when
students working individually (Abercrombie, 1960).
Collaborative learning represents a significant shift from the traditional
teacher-centered or lecture-centered way of learning. This shift does not mean
that the lecture method disappears, but rather lives beside or within other
approaches such as collaborative learning. It helps to view instruction as a
continuum of strategies using Bloom's Taxonomy. Bloom's Taxonomy
establishes a hierarchy of educational objectives that attempts to divide
cognitive objectives into subdivisions ranging from the simplest behavior to the
most complex (Bloom and Krathwohl, 1956). The categories in the cognitive
domain of Bloom's Taxonomy are knowledge, comprehension, application,
analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. The instructor might begin with the lecture
method to introduce skills or concepts, or build awareness, and then use
collaborative learning approaches where analysis , comprehension, or synthesis
of information is important. The key to collaborative learning is the
involvement of the students and how the course material is presented.
Teachers who use collaborative learning approaches tend to think of
themselves as designers of learning experiences rather than as expert
transmitters (Smith and MacGregor, 1992).
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One way of describing collaborative learning is by comparing it to the
traditional lecture-dominated classroom where problem-solving and roleplaying are not methods of instruction. In this traditional classroom, activities
are instructor-centered. The instructor designs classroom activities around
formal lectures as determined by the instructor and students are generally
passive and work individually or only with the instructor on assignments. The
instructor may evaluate students' ability to memorize information to pass
norm-referenced exams . If technology is incorporated into the classroom, it is
often used only for drill and practice activities. Peters and Armstrong (1998)
referred to this type of teaching and learning as "Type One," and Bruffee (1993)
referred to this as "Lecture Conventions."
In the classroom that incorporates collaborative learning, activities are

student-centered. Discussions and activities may be based on issues and
concerns raised by the teacher and the students . The students may participate
in establishing the goals, tasks, and methods of instruction and assessment.
The emphasis of the instruction is based on relationships between the class
members, and a mode of inquiry and creation of knowledge in some discipline.
If technology is incorporated into the classroom, it is usually based on activities

that deal with communication, collaboration, and expression of ideas. Peters
and Armstrong (1998) referred to this type of teaching and learning as "Type
Three." Table 1 shows the components of traditional classroom instruction
versus instruction that incorporates collaborative learning.
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Table 1.
Traditional Instruction Versus Collaborative Learning. (Adapted from Harasim,
Hiltz, Teles, and Turoff, 1995 and Sandholtz, Ringstaff, and Dwyer, 1997)
Traditional Instruction

Collaborative Learning

Instructor Role

Expert, evaluator

Facilitator, resource, colearner, collaborator

Student Role

Listener, learner

Collaborator, expert

Evaluation

Only by the instructor
Norm referenced
Exams (multiple-choice)

By class members and
instructor
Criterion referenced
Portfolios and performances

Classroom
activity

Instructor-centered
Formal lessons

Learner-centered
Discussions and activities
on issues and concerns
raised by students and
instructor

Technology use

Drill and practice

Communication,
collaboration, expression

Class activities

Students work individually
and/or with the instructor

Students work in groups
advised and guided by the
instructor

Instructional
emphasis

Facts
Memorization

Relationships
Inquiry_and knowledge
creation
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Changing Roles
Collaborative learning changes the teaching-learning process and the
instructor-student relationship (Harasim, et al. , 1995). The instructor moves
from being a "sage on the stage" to a "guide on the side," and the students
become more responsible for their own learning (Hiltz and Benbunan-Fich,
1997). Therefore, the focus is on student-to-student relationships.

Students are typically more active in a collaborative learning
environment. To promote collaborative learning, the task of the student is to
question, explain, express opinions, admit confusion, and reveal
misconceptions while listening to others, responding to their questions,
questioning their opinions, and sharing ideas to clear up their confusions
(McKeachie, 1994). Table 2 describes the shifts that MacGregor (1990) suggests
students make when moving from a traditional lecture-dominated classroom to
a collaborative learning classroom.
Because there is less direct teaching in the collaborative classroom, the
role of the instructor also shifts. The instructor moves from the "banking"
metaphor of "depositing" knowledge into the students (Freire, 1970) to become
less of an authority figure and more of a resource and facilitator for learning. It
is then the instructor's responsibility to establish an environment in which
collaboration is possible. The instructor gives up being the sole source of
authority, control and power (while still retaining it for institutional purposes,
such as grading).
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Table 2.
Shifts Students Make From the Traditional to the Collaborative Learning
Classroom
Shift

From

To

Participation

Listener and observer

Problem solver,
contributor

Expected class
preparation

Low to moderate

High

Class presence

Private/closed

Public/open

Attendance dictated by

Personal choice

Community
expectations

Work with peers

Competitively

Collaboratively

Responsibilities and
Independently
self-definition
associated with learning

Interdependently

Source of knowledge
and authority

Peers, oneself, and the
community of learners

Instructor and text only
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When there is less demand for instructors to spend their time in control of a
class, there is more time for a relaxed personal style of teaching (Mason, 1970).
Table 3 describes the shifts that MacGregor (1990) suggests instructors make
when moving from the traditional to the collaborative classroom.
The literature contains many examples of instructors' experience of
changing roles in a collaborative learning environment. Inspired by literature
on collaborative learning and collaborative writing, Hillebrand (1994) devised a
collaborative writing assignment for her first-year composition class. By using
collaborative methods, Hillebrand hoped to elicit original thinking, discussion,
and writing that would produce essays that had integrity and merit. Hillebrand
grouped the twenty-four students in threes.
Her assessment of the final essays was that they were far superior to
those submitted the previous semester;.they were not only better developed but
showed a more thoughtful analysis of the techniques used in presenting
products to the buying public. The students evaluated their work in the
collaborative experience through a journal assignment. Positive comments by
the students included getting to know the other class members, sharing
knowledge, learning how others write, and inspiring ideas in each other.
Students who thought the experience was negative complained of group
members who missed class, failed to show for out-of-class meetings, or who
came to class unprepared.
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Table 3.
Shifts Instructors Make From the Traditional to the Collaborative Learning
Classroom
Shift

From

To

Development and
assignment of tasks

Instructor alone

Instructor and students
together

Covering the material

Instructor alone

Instructor and students
together

Authority and expertise

Center-stage expert role
(i.e. , "sage on the stage")

Active co-learner who
works with the students
(i.e., "guide on the
side")

Evaluation criteria

Occasional discussion,
papers, exams

Observations of
students in interactive
settings, involvement of
students in peer and
faculty evaluations
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In addition to the feedback from the students, Hillebrand also learned
from and reflected on her participation in the collaborative experience. She
discovered that she was both too involved and too removed from the process.
She suggested that students need practice before having to work with others on
a major assignment. This practice should have included (1) experimenting in a
collaborative mode, and (2) collaborating with each class member in everchanging small groups that work on smaller tasks .
When it came to covering material, Steffens (1989) involved his students
in his history seminar by incorporating collaborative learning techniques. In
the past, he had prepared for each week's seminar by generating two or three
questions or topics for discussion based on that week's reading assignment. He
realized this left the students at a disadvantage because he derived the
questions from his knowledge and experience, and that this approach cut off
student ideas and experiences that were different from his questions. Because
he had already determined the topics and readings for the semester, Steffens
asked the students to collaboratively decide on the questions to be discussed
each week. At the beginning of each class, each student wrote in their journal
questions they wanted to discuss. Steffens then divided the class into groups of
three to discuss and reach consensus on one question they would like to
discuss. Steffens stated that the collaboration on choice of questions gave the
seminar freedom to shape the discussions each week which resulted in a sense
of shared purpose.
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Making the Transition
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, college and university instructors
attempted to change the nature of college and university teaching (Bruffee,
1993). Bruffee believed those and other attempts at changing teaching and
learning failed because their assumptions about the nature and authority of
knowledge remained unquestioned. Collaborative learning differs in that
knowledge can be created by both the student and the instructor; the instructor
is not "the" only one with the answers. Therefore, it is important for
instructors to create an environment where everyone has the opportunity to
contribute. This is a major change in the classroom social structure (Bruffee,
1993), and the transition is not easy.
To help students and instructors make this transition, MacGregor (1990)
stressed the importance of instructors setting the context for collaborative work
by:
•

Discussing with the students what it means to work in groups and learn
from diverse perspectives, and the interplay between individualism and
community.

•

Developing group norms or ground rules with the students for coming to
class prepared, working together responsibly, and resolving differences.

•

Creating a safe environment for risk-taking where students' ideas are
listened to attentively, and where disagreements are aired withrespect.
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•

Asking the students to evaluate the quality of the intellectual work done
in class and the quality of teamwork through reflection at the end of
class.
Roles of authority and power between students and instructors can be a

barrier when transitioning to a collaborative learning environment (Romer and
Whipple, 1991). From grade school through college, authority and power
typically resides with the instructors and not with the students. Because power
and authority are not constant in the classroom, Bruffee (1993) recommended
that instructors and students think through and plan classroom social
relationships when authority is understood differently. They must come to an
understanding that authority is a dynamic and shared responsibility, and that it
takes both to collaborate. The instructor should not see this as giving up
responsibility, but as sharing it with the students. However, there are some
factors that the instructor is responsible for adhering to that are not negotiable
such as university rules and procedures regarding the number of class sessions,
requires content, reporting grades, and so forth. Hawkins (1976) suggested that
teachers take on the role of facilitator because facilitators do not tell students
what they think they should know but "keep them company while they find
out for themselves" (p. 8). For this to happen, Hawkins stated that teachers
must view the authority they carry as referees not judges.
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The Web as an Evolving Instructional Tool
History of the Internet and Learning Networks
The Internet is "at once a world-wide broadcasting capability, a
mechanism for information dissemination, and a medium for collaboration and
interaction between individuals and their computers without regard for
geographic location" (Leiner et al., 1997, p. 1). The Internet flourished because
it was open to anyone, it belonged to no one, it was incredibly diverse, and it
was experimental in nature (Schrum and Berenfeld, 1997). What follows is an
historic overview of computer learning networks . See Table 4 for a synopsis.
In the mid-twentieth century, researchers combined the technologies of
the phonograph, magnetic tape, and television to create the computer (Schrum
and Berenfeld, 1997). As the use of the computer spread, the United States
government and private corporations funded research to improve computer
technology. Specifically, in 1957, President Eisenhower created the Advanced
Research Project Agency (ARPA) to further the nation's technological
development (Leiner et al., 1997).
In 1969, ARPA developed ARPANET (Advanced Research Projects
Agency Network) to link researchers to remote computer centers for sharing of
hardware and software resources (Harasim et al., 1995). Access to ARPANET
was limited to the military and universities working on defense research.
Educational use of computer networks can also be traced back to the late 1960s.
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Table 4.
Historic Overview of Computer Learning Networks
Year

What

Mid-20 th Century

First computer developed.

1957

ARPA created to further the nation's technological
advancement.

1969

ARPANET developed to link researchers to remote
computer centers for sharing resources.

1969

Standford University delivered math courses using timesharing networks.

1970

First computer conferencing system developed though
not implemented in the classroom until the early 1980s.

1970s

First E-mail software developed for researchers to share
results of projects; then for educators to share
information; and, finally to supplement university
courses.

Late 1970s

UUCP and USENET networks developed to serve the
university community and commercial organizations.

1978

First BBS developed for personal computers.

1981

BITNET and CSNET developed to provide nationwide
networking to academic and research communities.

1983

TCP/IP fully implemented to become the protocol that
permits all computers to communicate.

1983

ARPANET split into ARPANET for the support of
research needs and MILNet for the support of
operational requirements.

1986

NSFNet replaces ARPANET and CSNET. Regional
subnetworks developed to connect to NSFNet to form
today's Internet.

1993

First Web browser, Mosaic is created.

1995

Commercial Internet Service Providers arrive on the
Internet.
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For example, in 1969 Stanford University delivered mathematics courses to
low-income students in Mississippi, Kentucky, and California using timesharing networks (Hunter, 1995).
In the 1970s, Ray Tomlinson wrote electronic mail (Email) software and
added it to ARPANET because users wanted to share the status of their projects
with other users (Leiner et al. , 1997). Email is a network application for
exchanging mail messages that are usually text. In the early 1970s educators
used Email for sharing information, and by the late 1970s began using Email to
supplement university courses. Later that decade, UUCP (the cooperative,
decentralized worldwide Unix communication network), and USENET (User's
Network) were developed to initially serve the university community, and later
for commercial organizations (Harasim et al. , 1995).
Ward Christensen and Randy Seuss created the first bulletin board
system (BBS) for personal computers in 1978 (Harasim et al. , 1995). A BBS had
one space for posting public messages , and allowed connections for only one
user at a time. Then, in 1981, Ira Fuchs and Greydon Freeman developed
BITNET (Because It's Time Network) and CSNET (Computer Science Network)
to provide nationwide networking to academic and research communities
(Harasim et al. , 1995 ; Leiner et al. , 1997).
Although first developed in 1973 by Bob Kahn, it was not until 1983 that
TCP/IP (Transmission Control Protocol/Internet Protocol) was fully
implemented, and became the protocol that permits all computers to
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communicate (Leiner et al., 1997). This led to the split of ARPANET into
ARPANET for the support of research needs, and MILNet (later, the
unclassified Military Network) for the support of operational requirements.
(Harasim et al. , 1995).
Although Murray Turoff designed and implemented the first computer
conferencing system in 1970, it was not used for course activity and delivery
until the early 1980s (Harasim et. al, 1995). A computer conference creates a
transcript of a group's discussion. Bulletin boards and computer conferencing
increased the interest in educational networking.
By 1984, more than one thousand computers within academic, research,
and military settings used ARPANET and ten thousand by 1987 (Schrum and
Berenfeld, 1997). In response to this volume, the National Science Foundation
created its own network called NSFNet in 1986 (Leiner et al., 1997). Regional
subnetworks made up of five supercomputing centers were then developed that
connected to NSFNet. NSFNet replaced ARPANET (dismantled in 1990) and
CSNET (ceased operation in 1991). These regional networks formed.the initial
infrastructure for today's Internet, the network of networks that links people
and computer resources worldwide (Harasim et al., 1995).
In 1993, Marc Andreesen and his colleagues at the National Center for
Supercomputing Applications at the University of Illinois developed the World
Wide Web Mosaic browser (Harasim et al. , 1995). In 1995, the Web surpassed
Telnet and FTP (file transfer protocol) as the most popular service on the
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Internet. Also in 1995, commercial Internet Service Providers (ISPs) such as
CompuServe, Prodigy, and America Online (AOL) began offering Internet
access (Crossman, 1997) .
Since the 1990s, all levels of education (primary, secondary, university
and adult education) have used computer networks for on.line learning. A
learning network depends on the hardware and software that form the
communication network, but it consists of the communities of learners who
work together online (Harasim et. al, 1995).
Tools for Promoting Collaborative Learning
The potential of current communication tools to change the traditional
teacher-learning relationship is a theme in distance learning literature
(Harasim, 1996) . In distance learning, greater emphasis is placed on creating
interaction among learners and instructors with thes e tools , and achieving
overall learner-centeredness (Imel, 1996).
There are four common tools that instructors use to support
collaboration in the classroom: Email, listservs, discussion forums, and chat
software. These tools can be divided into two categories: asynchronous and
synchronous tools. Asynchronous tools permit independent work by students,
whereas synchronous tools permit simultaneous interactions by two or more
students (Smith, 1994). Together, asynchronous and synchronous technology
tools are known as computer mediated communications or CMC.
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•

Email. In online and traditional face-to-face courses, Email provides
endless opportunities for collaboration and interaction. Email is the most
common tool an instructor can use. It allows students and instructors to
exchange timely information from one student to another student, or from one
student to many students (Schrum and Berenfeld, 1997) .
In online and traditional face-to-face courses, Email provides endless
opportunities for collaboration and interaction. When taking a traditional large
lecture-style college course, students do not always have easy access to the
instructor. Through Email, students can send questions, attach papers, and ask
for special help with points not understood during class. For the instructor,
Email provides extended opportunities for private counseling with individual
students. Email also allows the instructor (and students) to continue
discussions started in class. Best of all, the students and instructor have an
electronic record of every interaction.
Listservs. A listserv is an automatic mailing program that distributes
Email to users who share common interests and whose identifications are
stored together (Schrum and Berenfeld, 1997). Any mail sent to a list on the
listserv is automatically distributed to everyone on the list. Listservs provide a
means to find and collaborate with others who share similar interests. There
are listservs for just about any topic, from education, sports, cooking, and so
forth. In online or face-to-face classes, instructors can encourage students to
join a related listserv and share the information they receive with the class.
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Discussion Forums. Also known as computer conferences, online
discussion forums allow users to log onto a remote computer that stores
threaded (by subject) discussions. Students and instructors post questions and
comments, and respond to the postings of others. Students can type as slowly
as they want, take as long as they want, and edit their comments/questions
before posting to the forum. Like listservs, discussion forums can be used as an
additional source of information in a course.
As another form of online dialogue, discussion forums take the form of
informal communications on a specific topic of interest, formal courses, or as
an independent study that provides one-to-many or many-to-many
communications (Schrum and Berenfeld, 1997). As in Email, forums are
asynchronous - they do not require all the members to be present and active at
the same moment in time, and it does not require participants to respond
immediately.
A limitation of asynchronous tools is information overload which can
occur in a large class where hundreds of messages can be generated each day.

If there is an expectation for students to actively participate, students and
instructors can be overloaded. Harasim et al. (1995) recommends two strategies
to avoid this information overload. First, instructors should establish
netiquette ("etiquette for the Net") standards for (1) the length of messages (for
example, no more than two screens), and (2) using keywords and paragraphs
for organizing the messages. Second, instructors should structure online
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activities that help organize the communication flow. For example, small
student groups would Email only each other, or have their own discussion area
in a discussion forum.
Another limitation of a threaded discussion forum or listserv is that they
can become long and hard to follow. A student may change topics in the
middle of a thread and start discussing something unrelated to the thread. The
instructor can then use the administrative functions of the listserv or
discussion forum to "move" the discussion to the appropriate thread.
Chat Software. Chat software allows two or more students whose
computers are connected (through a local area network, the Internet, or
modem) to interactively work with each other at the same time (Smith, 1994).
Theilman (n.d.) offered four tips on using Internet chat rooms in distance
learning courses:
•

To keep participants from breaking into smaller discussions, no more
than five participants should be allowed in a facilitated chat room.

•

To help with the lack of nonverbal cues, action cues should be written
out to reduce confusion (i.e. , the participant would communicate actions
by writing their last name followed by the action).

•

The instructor should only interfere to redirect or refocus tangent
discussions back to the main discussion.

•

Because chats are short-lived, supplement the chat with an Email or a
discussion forum.
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Benefits of Online Learning
There has been an extensive amount of material written, including
original research, about the educational effectiveness of distance learning.
With few exceptions, these writings suggests that the learning outcomes of
higher education students using technology at a distance are similar to students
who participate in conventional classroom instruction (Institute for Higher
Education Policy, 1999). Thomas Russell (1999) published the annotated
bibliography The No Significant Difference Phenomenon listing hundreds of
sources that support this finding. However, more recently, with the advent of
online learning, researchers are finding that there is a difference (Hiltz and
Benbunan-Fich, 1997). Research on higher education courses in the social
sciences , writing, and information systems that are totally online has revealed
that students who take an online course not only learn for themselves, but also
help others in their learning. These research results show that (1) students
learn best in classes that encourage shared learning, (2) collaborative learning
strategies result in increased student involvement with the course and
engagement in the learning process, and (3) collaborative learning is crucial to
the effectiveness of online learning environments (Alexander, et al., 1997;
Harasim, 1990; Hiltz and Benbunan-Fich, 1997; Schutte, 1997). These
researchers have suggested that the Web is the perfect environment for
asynchronous collaboration where students work together, although not
necessarily at the same time.
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Harasim and Yung (1993) reported results from a survey of 240
instructors and learners on the Internet. Ninety percent responded that CMC
is different from the traditional classroom with the following comments:
•

The instructor's role changes to that of facilitator and mentor.

•

The students are active participants; therefore , discussions are deeper.

•

Significant access to resources make learning and the classroom global.

•

Learners become more independent and have more time to reflect on
ideas.

•

Instructor access becomes equal and direct.

•

Increased interactions among instructors exist.

•

Education is learner-centered, self-paced, and collaborative, thus
breaking down the instructor-learner hierarchy.

•

Increased learner-to-learner interactions and increased personal
communications among participants exist.
Kruse (1997) offered other benefits of online learning to include the use

of a universal language (Hyper Text Markup Language, HTML) , easy affordable
distribution of course materials, up-to-date content, and affordable technology.
When using HTML, instructors can create their course once and it will run on
most operating systems including Macintosh, Windows, and UNIX. Because
the course content is on a server computer, the course is distributed instantly to
many people worldwide, there is no time or expense in duplicating the course
or mailing additional materials, and the instructor can update files quickly.
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Accessing Web courses simply requires the addition of a browser software such
as Netscape Navigator or Microsoft Internet Explorer, which the instructor and
students can download for free or for a nominal charge from the Internet.
In 1995, three Utah college English departments collaborated to design
and implement English 101 in a virtual classroom that was accessible to
students anywhere in the state (Hult, Brown, and Simon, 1997). They were
looking for measurable improvements over the present way of teaching the
course - the classroom. They designed the English 101 virtual class to be
student-paced with a combination of online instructor conferencing with
instructional materials that included the writing and rewriting of assignments
and peer tutoring. Hult, Brown, and Simon found that the virtual environment
somewhat reduced classroom overcrowding, student's writing skills improved
because they were writing more than in a classroom course using different
mediums (Email, discussion lists, etc.), and the curriculum was improved
because there were fewer inconsistencies between teaching (because the
instructors collaborated on the design of the course).
In the spring of 1997, researchers at Vanderbilt University offered
Informatics Engineering online to test several hypotheses about the
effectiveness of online learning (Bourne, McMaster, Rieger, and Campbell,
1997) . The course design included reading and group assignment, Web

conferencing system (both public and private), questionnaires, student
portfolios, a virtual laboratory, and optional face-to-face class meetings.
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Important positive lessons learned from their research showed that students
learned as much or more as in a traditional classroom course, eighty percent
liked the asynchronous learning network (ALN) mode of delivery, computer
conferencing is important and peer-to-peer learning worked, and the use of
mentors worked well.
Limitations to Online Learning
The literature also reports many studies that have identified limitations
to using the Web in the classroom. Teaching an online course requires
advanced preparation of materials, detailed attention to questions, facilitating
student-to-student interactions, and guiding the students.
Harasim (1987) reported that students (1) have to work hard to stay
current with a topic in order to participate actively, (2) must confront
information overload and increased work and responsibility, (3) have difficulty
following threaded (by subject) discussions, (4) compensate for the loss of
visual cues, and (5) must consider concerns of health issues related to longterm computer use.
Silva (1996 ) reported the lack of instructional support for the instructors
in Canada as a limitation to online courses. In a study on SchoolNet services
conducted for the Canadian Teacher's Federation, almost 50 percent of
instructors reported no experience with networked computers and 24 percent
reported only occasional exposure to networking activities.
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Hiltz and Benbunan-Fich (1997) reported limitations of online courses
from their study to include limited bandwidth and the students' frustration of
waiting for feedback or a reaction from other students and the instructor.
Waiting for feedback can lead to a decreased feeling of presence of the
instructor and other class members, thus decreasing motivation and
involvement. All of this can lead to negative learning outcomes. However,
Hiltz and Benbunan-Fich believe that these disadvantages can be overcome by
teaching with a collaborative learning perspective and using technology tools
for promoting collaborative learning.
The Hult, Brown, and Simon (1997) study of their undergraduate English
101 class showed that although the online environment somewhat reduced

classroom overcrowding, students, particularly freshmen, needed to meet faceto-face occasionally. They found that a virtual environment was possibly more
demanding than a classroom course in terms of instructor input and tutoring
from a writing center. The expense of teaching basic writing skills was not
reduced; the only cost savings was that fewer classrooms were needed.
The researchers at Vanderbilt University who offered Informatics
Engineering online also learned that students procrastinated more than in a
traditional classroom course; twenty percent were uncomfortable without the
lecture, which is supported by learning style research; and, the course had too
much material; the students only wanted the information that they were
responsible for knowing.
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Collaborative Learning as the Key
The following research showed specifically that collaborative learning
was the key to success for its online learners.
California State University at Northridge. In the fall of 1996, sociology
professor Jerry Schutte conducted an experimental design in which students
from the same Social Statistics class were randomly assigned to either a virtual
online classroom or a traditional face-to-face classroom (Schutte, 1997).
Schutte believed that there was little experimental evidence generated that
showed the effects of a virtual online class versus a traditional classroom class
on the test performance of students. His null hypothesis was that face-to-face
interaction makes no difference in student test performance. His research
hypothesis asserted that it does because face-to-face interactions with the
professor are key to learning and without it students suffer.
Schutte found that the virtual class scored 20 percent higher than the
traditional class on both exams; the virtual class had higher peer contact, time
spent on class work; and, the virtual class perceived themselves to be more
flexible , and had a greater understanding of the material than the traditional
face-to-face classroom course.
He also found that virtual students were more frustrated , but not from
just the technology. They were also frustrated by the inability to ask the
professor questions face-to-face. Schutte believed that this lack of face-to-face
interaction with the professor lead to greater interaction between students
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(collaboration) that resulted in higher student test results. Using technologies
such as Email, news groups, and chats lent themselves to collaboration because
they are by definition collaborative.
Schutte believed that much of the performance difference was attributed
to the collaboration, in additional to the technology. He further stated that
collaboration is the variable that should be controlled in further research on the
subject of virtual teaching.
New Jersey Institute of Technology (NTIT). A main advantage of an ALN
is the anytime, anywhere convenience. But the disadvantages of limited
bandwidth and the frustration of having to wait for feedback and reaction can
lead to a decreased feeling of presence of the instructor and other class
members thus decreasing motivation and involvement all of which can lead to
negative learning outcomes (Hiltz and Benbunan-Fich, 1997). However,
researchers at NJIT felt that the use of collaborative learning methods could
overcome some of these disadvantages. Therefore, an NJIT research team
constructed an ALN known as the Virtual Classroom® designed to support
collaborative learning and studied its use in a variety of courses for over a
decade.
NJIT put all the major courses for two degree programs (B.A. in
Information Systems and a B.S. in Computer Science) into distance courses
using a combination of ALN and videotapes. The NJIT research team used
many evaluation research methods including questionnaires, direct observation
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of online activities, counts of the amount of online activity, interviews,
comparisons of test scores, faculty computer conferences, faculty course
reports, and a field experiment which assigned students to individual versus
group work, online or in a classroom.
The results of the field experiment showed that (1) when students
worked in groups versus alone, thei.r motivation, perception of skill
development and solution satisfaction was significantly increased; and, (2)
students online performed worse than the students who met face-to-face, but
groups online did not. Therefore, Hiltz and Benbunan-Fich (1997) implied that
"putting individuals online to interact with course materials is not as effective
as the traditional classroom, but that using collaborative learning approaches
can make online learning at least as effective as the traditional classroom" (p.
4).

University of Michigan. Graduate student instructors and faculty at the
University of Michigan tested their belief in the potential of electronic media to
serve as a powerful learning tool when teaching writing (Alexander et al. ,
1997). For two years, they conducted an experiment that yielded results that

they feel can apply to any course that makes use of computer-mediated writing.
The instructors and faculty believed in collaborative evaluation and
writing as a means of improving the writer's sense of audience. All of their
courses required students to engage in collaborative writing. They believed
that email and publishing on the Web further developed the collaborative
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writing process. Because of the nature of the courses, they redesigned their
courses to be student-centered versus instructor-centered.
Some of the results that instructors and faculty found by integrating
computers into their course included: (1) mailgroups and conferencing software
encouraged a sense of group beyond email, (2) electronic collaboration could ·
reinforce the tendency of group writing to be more homogeneous and less
controversial, and (3) students were better at connecting constructively in peer
papers.
On-campus Students
What about the students who attend classes on campus? Research
conducted by Klemm (1997) has shown that using computer-based
communication tools in a traditional class improves the quality and quantity of
student work because (1) students have more time for research, and to reason,
reflect, and construct; and (2) students benefit from the thinking and
information provided by the other students. This research study hopes to add
to this research.
Summary
Instructors are realizing the potential of collaborative learning both in
the classroom and online. The research of instructors who incorporated
collaborative learning in their face-to-face classroom showed that the
instructors were able to get through more material and that involving the
students in the determination of discussion content resulted in a sense of
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shared purpose. Although these results are positive, transitioning to a
collaborative environment is not easy. The literature also showed that students
in the face-to-face classroom learned best when collaborating than when
working individually; achieved a deeper understanding of the material;
developed better class projects; and enjoyed class more, getting to know the
other class members, sharing knowledge, learning how others write, and
enjoyed inspiring ideas in others.
The literature also reported that instructors have realized collaborative
learning is crucial to the effectiveness of online learning environments.
Research on courses that are totally online revealed that students not only learn
· for themselves but also help others in their learning, and they learn best in
online classes that encourage shared learning.
Although these research studies suggest that collaborative learning
strategies result in increased student involvement with the course and
engagement in the learning process, they deal with classes that are entirely
online or entirely face-to-face . There is little research about instructors who
have augmented their face-to-face, on-campus courses with Internet
communication tools. Research that is available focuses heavily on courses
that are totally online, and focuses on the experience of the instructor and not
the students. If instructors are to transition to a student-centered, face-to-face
collaborative environment that is augmented with Internet technologies, they
need to know the experience of students from the perspective of the students.
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Therefore, the purpose of this study was to collect data regarding

students' experience in an environment for collaborative learning (the
classroom) that was augmented with an online discussion forum. Based on an
in-depth understanding of the students' experience, the study explored the
implications of this teaching mode (augmented and collaborative) as an
approach in college curriculum and instructional design.
The augmentation of the face-to-face classroom with an on-line
discussion forum promises to create an environment where students will learn
collaboratively. The research questions addressed in this study are asked to
acquire additional information on how students will use this technology, and to
describe the kind of environment that promotes collaborative learning in a faceto-face class and online. The main research question examined in this study is
in what way does an environment for collaborative learning impact students in
a face-to-face classroom that is augmented with an online discussion forum. To
answer this question, the study examined the collaborative learning
environment in the following five areas:
Participation: How would you describe your participation, and the
participation of the instructors?
Preparation: How would you describe your preparation for class from
week to week? (How do you prepare to come to class?)
Working with peers: What was it like working with the members of the
writing group?
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Sources of knowledge: What were the different sources of knowledge in
the class?
Use of technology: How did you use the on-line discussion forum?
The results of this study provide a basis of information that will be
useful to higher education instructors when they (1) transition to an
environment that ism ore collaborative, and (2) augment their existing face-toface courses with an online discussion forum to promote collaborative learning
outside the classroom.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY

This chapter describes the qualitative methodology used to examine in
what way an environment for collaborative learning impacts students in a faceto-face classroom that is augmented with an online discussion forum.
Specifically, this research study sought to create an environment for
collaborative learning in the classroom, and online where the students and
instructors would participate outside the regularly scheduled class meeting.
As noted in Chapter 2, most of the current research relates to courses
conducted entirely online. To provide a novel viewpoint, the present study
elicits the perspectives of the students' own ideas and opinions on the
experience of using a discussion forum in a face-to-face collaborative classroom
environment.
This chapter is organized into seven sections that describe the following:
research design, research paradigm, sample, data collection, validity and
ethical issues, and data analysis.

Research Design
I conducted a qualitative study within the frameworks of action research
and single case study design. As is recommended by Patton (1990), the
research design was open and flexible to permit exploration of the
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phenomenon under study, and continued to be emergent even after data
collection began.
Action Research
Action research is a form of self-reflective inquiry into one's practice to
improve that practice (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988}. The key idea of action
research is that the classroom becomes a laboratory for testing hypotheses and
proposals; therefore, every educator becomes a member in a community of
educational scientists (McKernan, 1991).
McKernan (1991} identified general reasons for using action research.
First, naturalistic settings , such as the classroom, are best studied and
researched by those participants having the experience. Second, behavior is
highly influenced by the naturalistic surroundings where it occurs; therefore,
that behavior must be studied in the field, i.e., the classroom. Third,
qualitative methodologies are best suited for researching naturalistic settings to
ensure a thorough understanding of the needs and perspectives of the
participants.
Silva and Breuleux (1994} further identified four reasons to use action
research when implementing new technologies in the classroom. First, the
introduction of a new technology into classrooms is difficult. Involving both
the instructor and students may lead to a better understanding of their needs
during implementation. Second, many new classroom techniques rely on
collaborative learning activities. The decision of the instructor to combine
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classroom activities with the use of the Internet requires an approach that
maximizes the students participation and cooperation; only then, might
students understand and endorse the technology. Third, using action research
has the potential to create a setting where the researcher shares in and
understands the concerns and perspectives of the students. Fourth, action
research is attuned to current trends in education where attention to the
student and the instructor is primary, as opposed to the expert or technology.
Many point to the work of social psychologist Kurt Lewin as the
originator of action research. Lewin used action research in community
experiments in post-world-war America (see Kemmis and McTagggart, 1988).
However, McKernan (1991) in reviewing the literature believes that action
research evolved from the nineteenth and early, twentieth-century work ofthe
Science in Education movement and the experimentalist and progressive
educational thought of John Dewey.
There are many theoretical models of the action research process. This
study followed the Deakin Model developed by Stephen Kemmis and his
colleagues from Deakin University in Australia. Two ideas of Lewin's work
that carried into the Deakin model were group decision and commitment to
improvement (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988):
A distinctive feature of action research is that those affected by the
planned changes have the primary responsibility for deciding on courses
of critically informed action which seem likely to lead to improvement,
and for evaluating the results of strategies tried out in practice. Action
research is a group activity (pg. 6).
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In the Deakin Model, action research consists of a thematic concern and
four "moments." Before beginning the action research project, a group defines a
thematic concern. A thematic concern is a concern shared by a group of
practitioners who define the area where the group will focus its improvement
strategies (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988). The group of practitioners for this
study was me and the class instructors. The thematic concern for this study
was developing an environment for collaborative learning both in the face-toface classroom and outside the classroom through the Internet.
After the group identifies the thematic concern, they are ready to begin
the four "moments" of action research: plan, act, observe, and reflect (Kemmis
and McTaggart, 1988). In this study, the group (1) developed a plan of action to
improve what was already happening in the classroom, (2) acted to implement
the plan, (3) observed the effects of the action in the classroom, and (4)
reflected on these effects as a basis for further planning and subsequent action.
Action research is cyclical in nature in that after the reflection stage, the
action researchers planned based on their reflections. This research study
consisted of two phases. Phase One took place Spring 1998 and Phase Two,
Spring 1999. Phase One completed one cycle of the action research process
while Phase Two completed two cycles. This continuing process of reflection
by the practitioners is necessary for improving practice (Elliott, 1991).
McKernan (1991) stressed that this process emphasizes that action research is a
"rigorous, systematic inquiry through scientific procedures," and that the
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researchers have "critical-reflective ownership in the process and results" (pg.
5).

The instructors and I saw ourselves as co-researchers of this action
research project. The instructor wanted to improve her practice as an
instructor, and to learn how to effectively augment her existing courses with an
online discussion forum . I wanted to improve my practice as an instructional
designer and instructor. The instructor had taught the course three previous
semesters, and I participated in the class as a student during the Spring 1998
semester. In the Spr1.ng semester of 1999, two instructors and I became coinstructors and co-researchers.
Case Study
A case study is a research strategy in which the researcher studies a
bounded system using a variety of data-gathering methods to identify and
record the features and characteristics of the system (Glatthorn, 1985). A
"bounded system" is a clearly defined population with specific roles, duties,
and goals (McKernan, 1991). The bounded system studied in this research
were the students enrolled in PES 504, Writing for Professional Publication
during the Spring 1998 and Spring 1999 semesters.
Qualitative case studies are commonplace throughout the field of
education and have been used to understand educational practice for nearly
thirty years (Merriam, 1998). There is growing evidence for its use in
educational research such as curriculum inquiry, curriculum evaluation, and in
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educational action research (McKernan, 1991). Noting that the case study
method uses many research methods is important and that it is not a single
method but a comprehensive research strategy (Yin, 1994) .

Research Paradigm
The research questions were addressed by following the principles of
action research using qualitative methodology. This research represented the
constructivist approach to research. Constructivism is an inquiry paradigm
that believes that what an individual learns and understands is socially
constructed by the individual (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994).
In the constructivist paradigm, multiple realities exist and they are
dependent on the individuals who hold them. By believing there are multiple
realities, I was more open to the perspectives of the students in this action
research study. The constructivist researcher admits her subjectivity and
believes that knowledge is created rather than verified. The premise of
collaborative learning is that we socially construct knowledge. During this
research, believing that multiple knowledges exist was therefore a central
premise for me. The key to the constructivist paradigm for me was in this case
the social interaction between the instructors and the students.
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Sample
Participants for this study were students enrolled in a graduate-level
writing course, Writing for Professional Publication, at The University of
Tennessee, Knoxville during the spring 1998 and 1999 semesters. The students
enrolled in the course were from various academic units across the University.
No student was excluded from the study; participation was voluntary; and no
payments or incentives were offered for participation. The students were
informed of the study during the first class session. I explained the study in
the second class session and then asked the students to participate. The
informed consent statement (see Appendix B) was presented to the participants
before the first focus group interview. All students agreed to participate in the
study. See Table

5

for a summary of the study sample.

In the Spring of 1998, thirteen students participated in this study. Six
students from the total sample were male and seven were female. Ten of the
students were education majors, two were psychology majors, and one was
undecided. All thirteen students and instructors had immediate access to
computers in their home, work, and/or campus computer lab. None of the
students indicated that they would use the campus facilities. It was important
that students had a modem speed of at least 28.8. Anything less would have
required a significant amount of time waiting for the course homepage and
discussion forum to download. Four students from the total sample indicated
they had a computer with a modem speed of 56.6. Five students had a modem
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speed of 28.8 and two students had a modem speed of 14.4. Two students did
not know the speed of their modem.
In the Spring of 1999, six students participated in this study. One
student from the total sample was male and the other five students were
female. Four of the students were education majors, while one student was a
human ecology major, and one student was an agriculture major. All six
students and instructors had immediate access to computers in their home,
work, and/or campus computer lab. Four students from the total sample used
computers in their homes or work and two students used computers in both
places. None of the students indicated that they would use the campus
facilities. Four students indicated they had a computer with a modem speed of
56.6. Three students had a modem speed of 28.8.

Data Collection
Qualitative data collection methods used in this single case study design
included a confidential online open-ended individual questionnaire , focus
group interviews, and written documentation of the discussion forum
transcripts and my journal.
Online Individual Questionnaire
The questionnaire is a form of interview by proxy, with the interviewer
removed from the face-to-face interview (McKernan, 1991 ).

50

Table 5
Study Sample
Demographic

Spring 1998

Spring 1999

Female

7

5

Male

6

1

Gender

Major
Agriculture

1

Education

10

Human Ecology

4
1

Psychology

2

Undecided

1

Where Use Computer
Home or Work

13

Both (Home/Work and
Campus)

4
2

Modem Speed
14.4

2

28.8

5

2

56.6

4

4

Don't Know

2
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Kemmis and McTaggart (~988) called the questionnaire "written questions
requiring written responses" (pg. 102). Using the questionnaire approach to
gathering data is a commonly used method of inquiry and is advocated by
many action researchers (McKernan, 1991).
An online open-ended individual questionnaire was distributed to the
students through the course homepage at mid-semester and at the end of the
semester. The questionnaire contained six open-ended items to allow the
students to say what they thought, in their own words. I developed the
questionnaire based on the shifts students make when moving from a
traditional lecture-dominated classroom to a collaborative learning classroom
as identified by MacGregor (1990). These shifts describe an environment that
promotes collaborative learning.
Focus Group Interviews
A focus group interview is like the questionnaire but is conducted faceto-face. The advantage of the focus group interview over the questionnaire is
that it allows the researcher to follow-up and probe areas of interest as they
arise during the interview. In a focus group, a moderator (the researcher)
guides a group discussion among participants on a specific topic to understand
their experiences and beliefs (Morgan, 1998).
The size of a focus group is important. Focus groups of six to twelve
participants are most effective because one or two participants can easily
dominate smaller groups, while participants in larger groups can easily feel
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frustrated and bored waiting to respond (Bangura, 1994). Focus groups use the
interaction of the participants to produce data and insights (Morgan, 1998).
This methodology is different from the interview method, where the flow of
information is one way (from interviewee to interviewer).
Because the students were familiar with working in an online
environment that was separate from the face-to-face classroom, the use of focus
groups interviews were the primary means of uncovering meanings from the
students' perspective. The focus group interview also provided valuable data
used in triangulation with the discussion forum transcripts and the individual
questionnaire. This triangulation contributed to the verification and validation
of the qualitative analysis (Patton, 1990).
This approach led to a more open, spontaneous, participant-led
interview of which the participant determined the content and direction, not
the interviewer. Thus, as for collaborative learning, using focus groups was
very appropriate. The interviews were audio taped for use of the participants'
exact words when analyzing the data.
Document Analyses
Author's Journal. Entries that I made in my research journal were
another source of data. This journal provided an ongoing record of my
experience in the study. It included observations, feelings , reactions,
interpretations, and reflections. At the end of each class session in which
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reflections were shared, I shared my reflections after the students shared theirs.
I also shared my reflections after each focus group interview.
Discussion Forum Transcripts. The final data collection method was the
transcript of the online discussion forum. Using the discussion forum
transcripts as a source of data specifically showed how the students used the
forum.
Sequence of Action Research Steps
During this study, the following steps occurred:
1.

Before each semester, the instructors met to develop a thematic
concern and plan for the upcoming semester.

2.

At the first class session each semester this action research study
was described to the students and participation was solicited.
The class met in a computer lab to learn how to navigate the
Internet and use the online discussion forum. The course outline
was reviewed and students were encouraged to identify other
topics they would like covered.

3.

At mid-semester of each semester, an online open-ended
questionnaire was administered through the course homepage.
The following week, a focus group interview was conducted.

4.

Analytic induction of the online questionnaire and focus group
interview identified coding categories and themes . Themes were
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validated with my small research group and shared with the class
participants through Email and the online discussion forum.
5.

The instructors reflected on the themes and identified areas for
planning for the next semester.

Validity Issues
In quantitative studies, researchers use inferential statistics to set out to
prove a point. In qualitative studies, researchers use descriptive statistics to
describe the phenomenon under study. The purpose of qualitative research is
to illuminate a topic, to be enlightening, not to prove or disprove anything as in
quantitative research. Qualitative research is like reading a novel with the
students in this class as the major characters.
Qualitative and quantitative researchers have the same concerns in
terms of validity and reliability; they are just looked at differently (Denzin and
Lincoln, 1994). In quantitative research, the researchers are concerned with
"did they do the job well?" "did they sample correctly?" etc. In qualitative
research, the researchers are also concerned with reliability and whether the
research was done well but it is determined by the rigor of the techniques and
methods for gathering high-quality data that is carefully analyzed, with
attention to issues of validity and reliability (Patton, 1990) . Validity of
qualitative research is determined by the reader: Has the data illuminated me?
Do I have a new perspective? Have I learned anything? To increase the
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confidence in the validity of qualitative research, the following seven basic
strategies were used in this study:
Multiple Cycles
Multiple cycles refers to the number of times the action research cycle
(plan, act, observe, and reflect) was completed. By completing multiple cycles,
later cycles can test the results of earlier ones (Dick, 1998}. During this study,
two three cycles of the action research process were completed.
Triangulation
Triangulation is the use of multiple investigators, sources of data, or
methods to confirm the emerging findings of qualitative data (Merriam, 1998}.
Triangulation on themes were used to "reduce the risk of chance associations
and of systematic biases due to a specific method" (pg. 93} (Maxwell, 1996}.
Data collected from the online open-ended individual questionnaires, focus
group interviews, discussion forum transcripts, and my research journal
provided a more rounded assessment of the themes developed. When the same
themes appear in multiple sources of data, validity of the themes is enhanced.
Rich, Thick Descriptions
Rich, thick descriptions of the data as described by Geertz (1973} were
gathered from the verbatim transcripts of the focus group interviews and
online individual questionnaires to provide a full picture of what happened.
Thick descriptions more readily allow themes to emerge . . Thick descriptions
allow the reader to enter the situation and thoughts of participants in the study,
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are not so "thin" as to remove context or meaning (Patton, 1990). Another
purpose for providing rich data is to provide readers enough description to
determine how closely their situations match the research situation and
therefore whether the findings "transfer" (Merriam, 1998).
Coding Data
Stages of coding were documented by following the process of analytic
induction to determine the framework, themes and categories of data. These
stages showed how the final categories of data were determined and refined.
See the Analysis of Data section for an explanation of the coding procedure.
Data collection and interpretation of the data was completed within each of the
three cycles of action research during this study so that interpretations could be
challenged in the later cycles (Dick, 1998).
Member Checks
Member checks were conducted by taking the data and tentative
interpretations back to the participants from whom they were derived and
asking them if the results were plausible. The students were Emailed a copy of
the data analysis for comment and verification the week following each focus
group interview.
Peer Examination
Peer examinations were conducted by requesting feedback from my
doctoral research group after sharing with them the transcripts and analysis for
their review. We met face-to-face to review the data and themes. The small
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research group also looked for flaws in my logic and methods, validity threats,
and if my biases and assumptions influenced the research.
Ernie Descriptors
Information can be approached from two perspectives: etic and emic.
The etic perspective is the outsider's view, the researcher's view. The emic
perspective is when the researcher tries to find out how the people being
studied understand and view the phenomenon under review. Therefore, the
students in this study used emic descriptions, words, terms, or descriptors to
describe the phenomenon being studied (Taylor, Hoy and Haley, 1996).
Passages of text were supported in Chapters 4 , 5 and 6 of this document by
using emic descriptors, i.e., when possible the student's words, not mine, were
used. The goal of this qualitative research study is to understand the
experience of the students from their perspective, not mine.

Ethical Issues
The risk of harm was minimal to the students and not considered to be
any greater than those ordinarily encountered in daily life. The students selfselected for participation in the discussion forum, online questionnaire, and
focus group interviews. Therefore, it was likely that they wanted the
opportunity to share their experiences and feelings , and derived satisfaction in
helping other instructors understand in what way an environment for
collaborative learning impacted the face-to-face class and online discussion
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forum . Study participants were told that they (1) could discuss any concerns
about the study with me or the instructors, and (2) were free to withdraw from
participation in the questionnaires, interviews, or discussion forum at any time.
Students read and signed a consent form before the first focus group interview.
The benefits of experiencing collaborative learning in an online and faceto-face environment may have outweighed any potential risk to the
participants. This project was action research, so benefits should be obtained
by alt including the participants. Such benefits from a collaborative learning
environment included access to new ideas, perspectives, and cultures; an
emphasis of peer interaction and collaboration; and the expansion of time,
place, and pace of learning in the online environment.

Analysis of the Data
The analysis involved reading the data to have a feel of data (i.e., what
was going on), derive thick descriptions of the case, develop themes , and
organize the themes into broader concepts. A thematic analysis was conducted
on the data collected from the online individual questionnaire , focus group
interviews, and discussion forum transcripts. To maintain confidentiality,
pseudonyms were use where needed. Boyatzis (1998) defined terms important
to thematic analysis:

Thematic analysis is a process for encoding qualitative
information. The encoding requires an explicit "code."
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A theme is a pattern found in the information that at a minimum
describes and organizes the possible observations or at the maximum
interprets aspects of the phenomenon.
A code may be a list of themes; a complex model with themes,
indicators, and qualifications that are causally related; or something in
between these two forms. (pg. 4)
Axial coding was used to code the data (Corbin and Strauss, 1990) .
When analyzing the data, as an idea or phenomenon was identified, I wrote a
label in the margin of data. When the idea or phenomenon reappeared, the
label was once again written in the margin. The data was then reassembled by
retrieving and reviewing information pertaining to certain codes. Themes were
then inductively generated by reviewing the data (questionnaire and focus
group transcripts), taking notes, and comparing across the data the topics,
concerns, and issues that were common in content. The themes were validated
by my small research group.
Open-Ended Online Questionnaire
After participants electronically submitted their open-ended online
questionnaire, each question was analyzed, looking for themes within the
questions and across the questions. The analysis was reviewed prior to
conducting the focus group interview to identify areas that needed further
probing during the focus group interview.
Focus Group Interview Transcripts
After each focus group interview, the audio tapes were transcribed
verbatim into written form. Each question was analyzed by looking for themes
within the questions and across the questions. The data was compared,
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question by question, from the open-ended online questionnaire with the focus
group interview transcript looking for similarities and discrepancies.
Discussion Forum Transcripts
I reviewed the discussion forum transcripts for evidence to support what
the participants said during the open-ended online questionnaire and the focus
group interview regarding the use of the discussion forum.
Author's Journal
I reviewed my journal for notes taken during the face-to-face class,
during and after the focus group interview, and at the close of each weekly
discussion forum.

Conclusion
Chapter three described the qualitative methodology chosen and
developed for this study as a model for understanding the participants' view.
Chapters 4, 5 and 6 discuss the actual study. Chapter 4 discusses Phase
One and Chapters 5 and 6 discussed Phase Two. Portions of the transcript
from the focus group interviews and discussion forum are presented. A
thematic analysis based on the developing themes identified from the
interviews are presented.
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CHAPTER4
SPRING 1998: PHASE ONE
The participants in this research study were students who enrolled in a
graduate-level writing course. I obtained the requisite permission needed to
pursue the research. The University of Tennessee Human Subjects Committee
reviewed and approved the proposal for this research. This chapter describes
the research procedures for Phase One as they relate to the action research
process: developing the thematic concern, planning, acting, observing, and
reflecting. The study had two phases of action research (Phase One was Spring
1998 and Phase Two was Spring 1999). Phase One of this study was
exploratory in nature and went through one cycle of action research. Data was
collected and a more refined plan was built for action during Phase Two of the
study. Phase Two of this study went through two cycles of the action research
process and is discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.

Developing the Thematic Concern
As an instructional designer and instructor, I am interested in continuing
collaborative learning outside the face-to-face classroom by using collaborative
technologies. Because of my limitations at work with adding collaborative
technologies to classroom training, I approached a university instructor about
using technology to continue collaborative learning outside her face-to-face
class. She was also interested in continuing collaborative learning through
62

technology. Therefore, we identified an initial thematic concern of interest to
us: developing an environment for continued collaborative learning outside the
face-to-face classroom through the Internet. After we identified this concern,
we began the "moments" of the action research process.
The purpose of Phase One of this action research project was to
understand collaborative learning in the classroom better and learn how to use
the discussion forum to promote collaborative learning. The instructors for the
class were my major professor and her graduate assistant. I registered for the
course as a student.

Planning
To continue collaborative learning outside the classroom, we augmented
one of the instructor's existing face-to-face courses with technology, which
included a course homepage and an online discussion forum. I developed a
course homepage (Appendix C) with the materials provided by the instructor.
The instructor contacted the university's technology center to have an online
discussion forum set up for the class. We discussed methods for using the
discussion forum to continue collaborative learning between face-to-face
classes. These methods included the instructor posting questions each week
and encouraging the students to post their own questions and comments. We
purposely decided not to require the students to post to the forum and did not
award extra points for participation. We wanted the students to participate on
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a voluntary basis. Access to the course homepage and discussion forum were
open to the public. Because this was the first run of our action research project,
we purposely decided not to define collaborative learning to see what would
come out and see what the students would think without operationally defining
it.

Acting
At the first class session, the class met in a computer lab to practice
accessing the homepage and using the discussion forum. The class reviewed
the course topics and were given an opportunity to revise them based on their
needs. The students also printed and completed the Information Sheet
(Appendix D). As a one of the students in the class, I was not in attendance
during the first class session, therefore, the two instructors conducted this
session. At the second class session, I discussed this action research study and
the use of collaborative learning as the course's mode of delivery.
Because of the size of the class (14 students) , the instructors divided the
students into writing groups based on their level of writing experience, with
each instructor facilitating a writing group. The first half of each weekly
session, the entire class met to discuss the course readings. The small writing
groups would meet during the second half to review and discuss their papers.
The day following each face-to-face class, one of the instructor's posted a
question to the online discussion forum. The instructor moderated the
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discussion forum for the following week. Students were encouraged to post
other questions and ideas for discussion on the forum to promote collaborative
learning.

Observing
At mid-semester, an online open-ended questionnaire was administered
(see Appendix E). Although a student in the class, I moderated the focus group
interview (see Appendix F for the discussion guide) one week later.
An online open-ended individual questionnaire was distributed to the
students through the course homepage at mid-semester. At the end of the
questionnaire, the students selected "Submit Questionnaire" and the responses
were Emailed anonymously to me.
The week following completion of the mid-semester questionnaire, I
conducted a focus group interview. The site of the interview was the regular
meeting classroom. The discussion guide matched .the questions asked of the
students in the online open-ended individual questionnaire. I asked the
students to describe their experiences, opinions, and feelings in the both faceto-face classroom and discussion forum. Due to time constraints, I did not
administer an online open-ended questionnaire or conduct a focus group
interview at the end of the semester.
A thematic analysis of the data characterized what stood out for the
students in terms of coding categories. Within each coding category, thematic
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analysis identified several themes. The following coding categories (which
were validated by my small research group) were derived from the midsemester data:
1.

Perceptions of Collaborative Learning

2.

Perception of Grades and Hierarchy

3.

Promoting Collaborative Learning

4.

Interaction in the Writing Groups Versus the Entire Class

5.

Characteristics of the Discussion Forum

6.

Suggestions for Improving the Use of the Discussion Forum

Category 1: Perceptions of Collaborative Learning
In the focus group interview and the online questionnaire, students had
different meanings for collaborative learning. When asked whether we had
achieved collaborative learning, a student replied, "Have we defined what
collaborative learning is?" I said, "No" and asked the students to explain what
collaborative learning meant to them. (The lead instructor explained we
purposely did not define collaborative learning to see what would come out
and see what people would think without operationally defining it since this
was the first run of an action research project.) Student responses to what
collaborative learning is included:
I'm trying to focus on what is it and not what I think about it. What is it,
it's, it's just a matter of the sum of the parts are greater than the whole.
That together, we generate one idea individually and in a sense it takes
on, it's like there's, say three people and somehow there's a fourth created
just by the mere fact that their interacting, that ideas won 't be generated
that couldn't have without all those people together.
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I guess what I see is the knowledge being created and also there's insights.
You know exactly what's going on, you know exactly the way I was
thinking or at that time it happened. And, also I noticed, I can recall
exactly when that happened, and I have an idea of what led up to it, for
me. But that's my working definition of it.
Then when I asked again whether we had achieved collaborative
learning, based on their definitions, we received a mixed response. Students
said "Yes" but that collaborative learning occurred at "different levels"
depending on whether it was in the classroom, on the discussion forum, or any
other contact they had with other students in between classes. Other students
agreed but said they were concerned because although they had achieved
collaborative learning, they could not pinpoint when it happened. Some
students also said that we did not achieve collaborative learning. Some
students thought that collaborative learning may not be appropriate for all
subjects or appropriate in computer media. Comments by these students
included:
I think that there's been different levels of not really able to pin point what
they were but I would imagine some weeks there was more and some
weeks there was much, much Jess. But I wouldn't say that "No, it hasn't
occurred." Could we have fostered more? Possibly.
I think it depends on the subject matter being taught in the class because I
have another class that's learning how to do web pages . ... we're all
learning the same thing. Whereas in here, in a writing group, we're all
writing different topics to different journals and magazines so I think it's a
little harder to get collaborative learning in this situation as opposed to
one in which there is like one topic and we're all learning about that one
topic.

I do not know if collaborative learning could ever be achieved using the
computer media because I think it's more than just y ou in front of the
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computer screen and dealing with words because it's, it's again it's these
visual cues.

Category 2: Perceptions of Grades and Hierarchy
As the moderator during the focus group interview, I had a made a
statement that in a collaborative learning classroom, the lead instructor was not
the authority figure. I also said that there was not a hierarchal relationship
between the instructor and the students in a collaborative environment. A
student replied, "That works until you get a grade on your paper." Students
provided different responses to about what they thought when it came to
having the instructors mark grades on their papers. Some thought that grades
undermined creativity and intrinsic motivation while others liked grades and
that was how they determined if their paper was right. The lead instructor
stated that she thought the grades would be helpful to the students. The grades
were much more of "how much progress you've made and effort that you've put
into to it and does it look like it's more of a finished product." Student
comments regarding grades included:
As soon as there 's a grade on the paper. . . you've essentially annihilated
that [collaborative learning] because now you do have a hierarchy.
When there 's a grade assigned .. .there's an extrinsic motivator there and
. .. extrinsic motivators really undermine creativity and ... can have an
effect on intrinsic motivation. And those two things are aspects that we
want to have more of . . . to write. And, if there 's a grade attached to our
papers, I can see how that could undermine both of those and in addition
to the sense of collaborative learning. If it's truly collaborative, then there
would essentially be no top dog.
Because you [the instructors] had published, that gives you a little bit
more weight. If Joe Bum down the street told me that my writing sucked,
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I'd probably laugh and move on but I think a lot of that comes with your
experience and not the grade or the "Oh, I'm selling myself for an 'A'. I
think it's just because you guys have the experience. "
Based on the discussion, the instructors decided to only provide
comments, not grades on the final paper. I asked what affect this was going to
have on the class. One student replied, "But we can still ask for a commented
grade translation, right? See, so now I'm worried, it's going to bother me."
Another student replied that if he received anything other than an "A" he
would not submit his article for publication until somebody who knows more
about writing than him said it was ok. When the lead instructor asked him if
an "A" on his transcript would be all right, he said, "No, I want the paper that
I'm going to submit to be right." Another student agreed. The lead instructor
then said, "There is no 'right.' I mean, I think that's what we're talking about.
There's not a right and a wrong. There's my perception of and each person in
your group's perception of what a paper is may be ready for you to try to send it
to the publisher, that doesn't mean it's right or wrong."
Category 3: Interaction in the Writing Groups versus the Entire Class
The format of this class was two-fold. At the beginning of each class, we .
met as one large group to discuss administrative items, the readings and
anything else that the students wanted to discuss. After break, the class would
divide into the two small writing groups to discuss the papers they were
writing. Each small group was facilitated by an instructor.
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From the focus group interview and the individual questionnaire,
students thought that the interactions were different in the writing group than
when the entire class met. The writing groups were more intimate and the
students felt more at ease than talking in the larger group. Some students felt
that the writing groups had more collaboration than the larger group.
Comments by the students included:
Yeah, we have a grand ale time. We bond.
We talk more hum, on a personal level, more about our lives, and how
they relate to say what we're writing or are how somebody's paper topic
might relate to others, you know, get more specifics than in the larger
group.
I think the logistics we have in the smaller group naturally, it's human
nature to be more guarded when there's more people. And, also hum, to
be more respeciful of someone else's chance to speak. Less people, there's
more time for each person but when there's more people it's going to be
getting into everybody's chances of participating.
Yeah, even when we break up into our smaller groups in here, I think that
I've got more collaborative learning there than I got here, it's more
personal.
Category 4: Promoting Collaborative Learning
To promote collaborative learning, students felt that a less formal
environment would be more collaborative (e.g., no agenda with a definitive
starting time, topics to discuss, etc.) . This discussion again brought up the
issue of hierarchy and power. The students felt that the instructors were "task
masters" and held the "power" in the classroom because they set the agenda
and gave the grades. The discussion also revealed that the students wanted
more, as opposed to less , comments from all the students because they had
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seen the value in the comments. Another student suggested the class would be
more collaborative if everyone read all the papers twice (the rough draft and
the revised version), instead of just revising the paper before turning it in.
The students said that this focus group interview helped them
understand others' perspectives of the discussion forum. In particular, one
student said, "this focus group interview helped build relationships -- a group
dynamic was happening."
Category 5: Characteristics of the Discussion Forum
Asking students to describe the characteristics of the discussion forum
revealed valuable information about its uses, weaknesses, and strengths. One
interesting characteristic was that many students felt the discussion forum was
"completely divorced" from the classroom experience. They were not sure if
the "conversations" in the class and on the discussion forum should be
separate; they were "just different."
Because misinterpreting what someone has said on the discussion forum
was easy, comments could be seen as "offensive." One student had negative
experiences with trying to clarify misunderstandings via this medium, and
therefore, thought that talking face-to-face was better. To offset this, the
students identified one advantage to augmenting a discussion forum within a
face-to-face class. They could clarify comments from the discussion forum that
may have been misunderstood. One student said that, "it's a lot less painless
sitting face-to-face instead of sending off a reply and waiting for a reply. Face71

to-face is like instant communication." Other weaknesses identified by the
students included:

Printing the transcripts from the forum to read all the discussion seemed
like a court reporting transcript.
It took considerable effort to participate if the student had a low-end
computer. One student said, "it's almost painful in a way to bother to go
through the whole process .. . "
There were no visual cues on the discussion forum .
Although the discussion forum has its weaknesses, the students also
identified several strengths. The forum has given students an "insight into how
other people think, and helped them figure out what they are thinking about."
One of the greatest strengths identified by the students is that they use it at
their convenience. It also allowed them to "think about the messages and
choose precisely what they wanted to say instead of fumbling and trying to find
the right word."
Category 6: Suggestions for Improving the Use of the Discussion Forum
Because the instructors and I had never used a discussion forum, the
students provided valuable insights to improve its use. They suggested (1)
adding initial training on how to use the discussion forum, and (2) discussing
issues of prying and invading privacy when reading messages. It seemed
important to the students that some of the time was spent " ... talking about
how to use browsers and all the different functions -- sort of a tutorial. Just
because we have a computer doesn't mean we know how to use it." Another
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suggestion was to develop a job aid or instruction card (hard copy or online) for
the students when using the discussion forum.
Some students felt like they were "prying" or "invading privacy" by
reading messages from the other writing group's discussion area on the forum.
When asked, "And, even if I said it was ok?" the student replied, "Well, if you
said it's ok, that's different." One student did not fee l that he was prying or
imposing until he "confessed" in an earlier class meeting that he had beep.
reading the messages in the other writing group's discussion folder. The class
gasped with disbelief. He replied, "I felt really bad."
Some students also thought that messages that "appeared" to be backand-forth between two class members should have been on electronic mail
instead of the discussion forum. One student said that "It [the discussion
forum] is an open discussion about things and not one-on-one." The lead
instructor stressed that just because two people were having a discussion in the
classroom does not mean that everyone stops listening. She explained that this
principle also applied to the discussion forum.

Reflecting
As part of the action research process, the instructors and I met after the
themes were identified to reflect on their effectiveness in promoting
collaborative learning in the classroom and on.the online forum and made
changes based on the data from the questionnaire and focus group interview.
73

We shared our reflections of the focus group interview with the students. This
sharing of reflections with the students (1) helped us to identify and
understand what was happening in class and (2) provided the basis ,for the
revised plan and suggested ways of proceeding.
This analysis of the data allowed the instructors and I to identify many
techniques and teaching strategies to help promote collaborative learning in the
classroom (face-to-face and in the online discussion forum) and to improve the
use of the discussion forum for the Spring 1999 class.
During this phase of the action research study, the instructors and I
operated under a very specific definition of collaborative learning. Some
students shared that definition, others did not. The instructors thought they
were promoting collaboration in the classroom when in fact, based on the
students' perspective, they hindered collaboration. When planning for the next
class, we decided that defining collaborative learning during the first class
meeting was important.
Assigning grades is commonplace in American education, even if the
course grade is assigned satisfactory/unsatisfactory. Without the students'
perspective, we would have had no idea of the effect that assigning or not
assigning grades would have on collaboration. We planned to discuss the use
of grades during the first session of the Spring 1999 class.
I conducted only one focus group interview with the entire class. Based
on the students' responses of the closeness, intimacy and the interactions in
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their writing groups, I decided to conduct focus group interviews with each
writing group in the Spring 1999 class. It was important that the instructors
foster this feeling of bonding and closeness in the larger group as well.
From these students' experience with the discussion forum, I planned to
conduct a tutorial on the Internet and discussion forum during the first class
session in Spring 1999.
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CHAPTER 5
SPRING 1999: PHASE TWO, CYCLE ONE
Developing the Thematic Concern
Based on the feedback we received from the students in the Spring 1998
class, we revised our thematic concern for Phase Two of this action research
study to include both the face-to-face class and the online discussion forum.
Our focus in Spring 1998 was on the online discussion forum and the feedback
we received from the students about their small writing groups led us to
expand our concern for the face-to-face classroom too. Therefore, our revised
thematic concern was: developing an environment for collaborative learning in
the face-to-face classroom and through the online discussion forum. This was
our thematic concern for both Cycle One and Cycle Two of Phase Two for the
Spring 1999 semester.
The purpose of Phase Two of this action research project was to take
what we learned from Phase One and apply it to the Spring 1999 class. The
focus for the Spring 1999 class encompassed more than just collaborative
learning on the discussion forum. It also focused on collaborative learning in
the face-to-face class. For Spring 1999, I was now one of the three instructors
for the class. The other instructors were a former instructor of the class who
had been on sabbatical during the Spring 1998 semester, and one of the Spring
1998 instructors.
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Planning
Based on the results of Phase One, the instructors planned to do the
following during the first class session: (1) define collaborative learning, (2)
discuss the use of grades, (3) conduct a tutorial on the Internet and discussion
forum, and (4) encourage the students to review the weekly schedule to identify
topics they would like to focus on during the semester. Because of the class
size (six students), it was also decided that the class would not be divided into
writing groups .
I revised the course homepage (Appendix G) to be more "user friendly"
and added several new resources . Based on feedback from Phase One, I created
an online job aid for using the discussion forum. The instructors decided to
keep the course homepage open to the public, but for confidentiality, the
discussion forum would be closed, i.e., password protected so that only the
instructors and students had access . To involve the students more in the
discussion forum, the instructors decided not to post the question each week to
the forum but to ask the students to volunteer to post a question or topic for
discussion and be the moderator for the week.

Acting
At the second fac e-to-face class session, the class (1) met in a computer
lab to practice accessing the homepage and using the discussion forum, (2)
reviewed the course topics and revised them based on the students' needs , (3)
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decided how the students would be evaluated, and (4) discussed the use of
collaborative learning as the course's mode of delivery. The students also
completed an updated online Information Sheet (Appendix H). The class
discussed the readings and other topics identified by the students during each
weekly session. On days when the critiques of the manuscripts were due, the
class spent the entire meeting discussing the papers.
At the end of each weekly face-to-face class, a student volunteered to
post a question and moderate the discussion forum for the following week.
Example student questions included:

I was especially struck by Moxley's discussion on the creative process that
occurs during the writing process. He describes this as the "reciprocal
thinking/writing process" (p. 6}. I'm often nervous about the writing project
before I start, because I depend on this creative process--this excitement
and involvement with the topic--to happen while I'm writing. This seems
intuitive and mysterious. What are your thoughts?
From Chapter #5 of Zinsser {The Audience]: " I'm talking about two
different issues. One is craft, the other attitude ... First, work hard to
master the tools. Simplify, prune and strive for order. Think of this as an
mechanical act .. . Think of the other as a creative act: the expressing of
who you are ... And since style is who you are, you only need to be true to
yourself to find it gradually emerging from under the accumulated clutter
and debris. " (pg. 26) I ve.ry much liked these concepts. I feel this reading
and the pointers I received Tuesday night are allowing me more freedom
to "loosen" up a bit and make what I wrote more fun to rewrite. Does this
quote strike anyone else?
Evelyn Ashton Jones says that coauthors report feeling a greater sense of
distance from a collaborative project, because no one single person owns
it. Do you believe that this is true? If you were engaged in a collaborative
project would you feel the same sense of ownership as you do on a single
person projector would you feel less?
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Students were encouraged to post other questions and ideas for
discussion on the discussion forum to promote collaborative learning. The
moderator concluded each weekly discussion with a statement that wove
multiple threads of the discussion into an analytical summary. On the last day
of the discussion (the day before the next face-to-face class meeting), the
moderator reviewed the forum transcripts and synthesized the main themes
that emerged in the discussion on that topic. This technique, known as student
weaving (Harasim, 1993), encouraged students to make multiple passes
through the forum to review and analyze the topic's proceedings.

Observing
At mid-semester, an online open-ended questionnaire was administered
(see Appendix I), a focus group interview (see Appendix J for the discussion
guide) was conducted, and the transcripts from the discussion forum were
analyzed to support the students' responses on the questionnaire and interview.
An online open-ended individual questionnaire was distributed to the
students through the course homepage at mid-semester. At the end of the
questionnaire, the students selected "Submit Questionnaire" and the responses
were Emailed anonymously to me.
The week following completion of the individual questionnaire, I
conducted a focus group interview. The site of the interviews was the regular
meeting classroom. The discussion guide matched the questions asked of the
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students in the online open-ended individual questionnaire. I asked the
students to describe their experiences, opinions, and feelings in the both the
face-to-face classroom and discussion forum in the following areas:
participation, expectations of preparing for class, working with the members of
the writing group, the sources of knowledge in this class, and their use of the
discussion forum.
The interview began with context-building questions such as the
student's participation in the class and on the discussion forum. Subsequent
questions evolved from the context of the interview process, with the
interviewer posing questions or making comments only to clarify, validate, or
summarize the responses.
A thematic analysis of the data characterized what stood out for the
students in terms of coding categories. Within each coding category, thematic
analysis identified several themes. The following coding categories were
derived from the mid-semester data:
1.

Participation

2.

Applicability of Collaborative Learning Environments

3.

Preparation

4.

Working with Peers

5.

NetForurn

6.

Sources of Knowledge

7.

Things We Could Do Better
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Category 1: Participation
Theme 1: Varied Interaction. The theme of varied interaction was
defined by the students as the types of interaction in the class where they
shared their ideas. These types of interaction included the class discussion,
written and oral critiques of the writing assignments, and the online discussion
forum. Comments by the students included:

I feel like I am getting an opportunity to participate. And, not only
expected to but it's kinda fun to participate . .. I think that the different
venues that we use, online, the critiques, just the class discussion, I think
there's a lot of different variations.of interaction and I like that. In fact,
the interaction of this class has a good mix.
I like that it's not a lecture. It's one of the few classes that I've had that's
not been a lecture. I'm just so .. I feel I like I learn more when it's not a
lecture and I'm actually able to participate and here other people's
viewpoints besides just the facilitators and the instructors.
We come together and basically share our experiences in collaboration
with each other. We do interact, not just talking with each other but
critiquing.
Theme 2 - Comradery. The theme of comradery describes the student's
relationship to each other and how they helped each other, which in turn made
them closer. The students thought this class had comradery that other classes
they have been do not have. The students were committed to the group and
shared a personal activity which bound them. Comments by the students
included:

There 's not as much comradezy in that class even though it is small. It's
different. [The student is referring to another class in which she is
currently enrolled.]
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I think that there is a risk involved in what we're doing and we're sharing
a veiy personal activity, that's veiy creative, veiy personal, and it's
unusual to actually be sharing. We don 't usually talk this way with other
students, other classmates. But, we 're sharing something that's veiy
unusual for me to talk about sitting up in the middle of the night writing,
and lighting candles around my computer and that whole process.
There 's a risk involved which also binds us and makes us closer as we are
courageous.
It's my relationship to eveiybody else in here and some sense of ownership
of what happens in here as being important that I'm constructing with
people. That's important and that's where my commitment comes from
for any class or lack of it.
There is a discipline to being committed to this group that I will do that
reading and do that work because I know what I need and I know that the
group can help me with that. So, that also encourages my participation
and my completion of tasks.
I think it's the fact that we, I mean, it wasn't that we turned the
manuscript in the second week. I got a chance to know y ou as a group on
a personal level before you saw the paper. I think that helped.
Theme 3 - Size. In the theme of size, the students identified how the
size of the class affects their participation. The students thought the class was
very comfortable; they liked that we could sit around two tables. The small
size of our class encouraged more participation than with bigger classes, where
one or two students could dominate. Comments by the students included:

I find it easy to participate in most classes but I like the size. I think it's
actually a perfect size. I like the way we can sit around two tables like this
and I'm glad it's not as big as it was last year. One thing about it's size is
that it also allows . . .it's not so cumbersome when were doing the
discussion forum either, and it's veiy comfortable and encourages
participation. And, I think that comfort level is important for the work
we 're tiying to do in writing.
Actually, in most classes I'm usually veiy quiet depending on th e size. If
it's a small size like this I tend to participate more. And, one of my other
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classes, they're a little bit bigger, there's usually one or two people that
tend to dominate the discussion and it's hard to get a word in edgewise.
Theme 4 - Diversity. In the theme on diversity, the students identified
the diversity of the students as helpful to their participation. The students
thought that there was a nice mix of people in the class from diverse
disciplines, and that different perspectives were reflected in the edits.
Comments by the students included:

The other thing is I like the fact that we're from diverse disciplines. And,
so there's different perspectives; there's different differences reflected in
the edit that we get as well as the writing that is shared. So ... and that's
rich.
I like the fact that I knew Donna and Tom before I came in. I have
another class with Sarah. But I also like the new people. So, it's a real
nice mix.
The group bring a variety of experience in writing and in practice . . . this
adds to the rich sense of perspective I receive and learn about.
Theme

5 -

Comfort in Participating. This theme largely concerned the

students' comfort level in participating in the class. The students thought that
it was easy and fun to participate, and that they felt comfortable saying
whatever they wanted to say whenever they wanted to say it. Comments by the
students included:

Well, I participate when I feel I have something that actually I want to say
and I think that other people should know what my opinion is and that's
when I participate. That's about it. If I feel I have something I want to
share, I'll share it.
I feel really comfortable in participating
I feel like I am getting an opportunity to participate and not only expected
to but it's kinda ' fun to participate.
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Participation. I enjoy this class. I find it ve.zy easy to participate . .. I'll say
whatever I want to say if I feel like saying it.
·
Theme 6 - Instructor Participation. The theme of instructor participation
was described by the students. The students thought the instructors listened
effectively and provided opportunities for the students to participate. Students
reported that the instructors did not underpower or overpower the students.
Comments by the students included:

The opportunity for me to participate that is made by the facilitators is
great.
I think you've each led when you felt that you had something important to
lead with or share. And, you 've listened ve.zy effectively. I don 't, didn 't
feel overpowered or underpowered, either way.
The instructors participate as peers and mentors.
I think that the instructors are willing to share their knowledge with the
class, but they also want the class to be more of a discussion than a
lecture.
There is no expectation that the instructors 'hold the knowledge' more than
the students.
Theme

7-

Nature/Structure of the Class. This theme largely concerns

the nature and structure of the class. The students liked the way the class was
structured, and that it was not a lecture . The students reported that the
instructors had an agenda but it was not obvious. If the students wanted to
make a point about something, they had an opportunity to do so . The students
wanted a class that was free-flowing but was also broad enough so that the
"linear thinkers" got something out of it too. Comments by the students
included:
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Like when I come to this class it's . . .I know that as facilitators, y ou have
an agenda but it's not as obvious . .. .
And, it's more real in this class too. The fact that we each have our own
manuscripts that we're working on is more real life so maybe that's more
engaging.
I like that it's not a lecture. It's one of the fe w classes that I've had that's
not been a lecture. I'm just so . . . I feel I like I learn more when it's not a
lecture and I'm actually able to participate and hear other people 's
viewpoints besides just the facilitators and the instructors.
Actually, I like the way this class is structured and our discussions of stuff
It kind of goes back to what I saying about that other class. I almost don't
like those contrived and forced little activities that come up in class. It
feels silly . "Ok, everybody . Get in your groups." And, I'd rather have it be
a free-flowing conversation like it is in here.
It just has to be broad enough that us linear thinkers get something out of
it just like the free-floaters and [laughing] who like things, y ou know,
loose.
Categorv 2: Applicability of Collaborative Learning Environments
Theme 1 - Facts Versus Ideas. In this theme, the students questioned the
type of content (facts versus ideas) applicable to an environment that is
collaborative. The students described the amount of lecture required in some
classes , such as the sciences. The students thought if the class were a seminar,
where participants were peers sharing ideas, a collaborative environment could
work. Comments by the students included:
Well, let's just take something like one of the sciences, like chemistry or
something like that. You need to have a certain amount of lecture in order
to get information across. And, I know they try to balance that out with
lab work to apply it and work in small groups to get y our questions
answered and things like that. I just wonder if it would work. In the same
fashion.
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If it were a seminar of physicists that were exchanging ideas that were ...
there wasn 't one that was just imparting knowledge to the rest of the group
but they were all coming as peers sharing ideas. I could see something
like that happening with a discussion forum and a format like this. So,
there's a sense of shared level of knowledge that helps it work, that peer
and the relationship interaction.
So, I kind of agree with what you are saying about the facts versus the
ideas in that way. But I mean I may not know every fact about writing but
I know enough that I can come here and talk about it.
Theme 2 - Students' Background/Experience. This theme captures the
issue of how the student's background and experience is important in an
environment that is collaborative. The students described how our class was a
group of peers with some experience in writing and how we brought that
experience to class. We had a shared experience and knowledge about writing.
A part of this theme is what the students know about the topic and their ability
to discuss it. Comments by the students included:
Well, in a class like this, we're basically a group of peers. All of us are
writers and have some experience in it. We know what it's like and so we
bring our Ot-V11 experience to the table. It's not like elementary Greek and
don 't know anything and the professor has to tell you everything and y ou
might apply it in process. We just work in a different dynamic as I see it.
So, there's a sense of shared level of knowledge that helps it work, that
peer and the relationship interaction.
My point is that if you have a group of people where they've had a lot of
experience in the sciences and in quantitative work where this is a shared
experience and shared knowledge. I think that they can exchange. It's
just a matter of background.
I think it doesn't matter if it's facts or ideas, what matters is what y ou
already know about it and where you are in your ability to discuss it as an
idea, a concept. Otherwise, you 're at some other little level, lower lever
than y ou 're learning.
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Theme 3 - Methods Used. In this theme, the students described the use
of different methods such as lecture, small groups, and seminars in a
_collaborative learning environment. Comments by the students included:
I was wondering ... if all classes can be approached in the same way that
we have our class. Some classes there's just no way around it, there's a lot
of content that needs to be conveyed.
Well, let's just take something like one of the sciences likes chemistry or
something like that. You need to have a certain amount of lecture in order
to get information across. And, I know they try to balance that out with
lab work to apply it and work in small groups to get your questions
answered and things like that. I just wonder if it would work. In the same
fashion.
If it were a seminar of physicists that were exchanging ideas that were ...
there wasn't one that was just imparting knowledge to the rest of the group
but they were all coming as peers sharing ideas, I could see something like
that happening with a discussion forums and a format like this.
Category 3: Preparation
Theme 1 - Expectation. In this theme, the students described their
expectations for preparing for class each week. The students expressed the
need to prepare, but not necessarily because it was assigned, but because they
thought it was relevant to what they were doing in class. Comments by the
students included:
I guess at a level of looking at the syllabus and doing what is required, I
feel a need to do that. I do ve.ry much. .. .So, yes, I feel a need to do what
I'm supposed to do in this class, which is fine. But I don 't feel a need
because it's assigned I feel a need because I think it's relevant to what
we're doing.
I feel the need to prepare ... I'm compelled to do the work for the class
and I feel like I need to do it.

87

I expect to have some reading to do, and to have a idea of what my
thoughts are about the readings. This class is vezy relaxed in atmosphere,
I don't stress out about preparing for class.
Theme 2 - Level of Preparation. In this theme, the students described
how much they prepared for class. Because some students focused on the
writing and are taking a lot of classes , there was not enough time to do the
readings and finish the writing. Some felt guilty when they did not get around
to the readings. Students had an expectation that others would help them get
to the place where they understand what was going on if they were lost.
Comments by the students included:
The readings are so enjoyable I sometimes will just read to read. You
know, because it's like, "Hey, WOW this is really cool."
I have not been able to do the readings [students gasp with disbelieve jokingly] to the extent that I would like to. But I enjoy some of them,
obviously Zinsser is one of my favorites. But the reality is . . . in the
writing, I'm tzying to focus on that so ... it's kind of a tight thing when you
don't have enough time. And, I'm probably taking one class too many.
So . .. but the expectation, there's not, I think I have enough experience in
other areas and in writing that I can bring that up to speed. And, like the
expectation that I have is that others will help me get to that place where I
understand what's going on, if I'm lost and that .. . and also I have to
adjust my expectations for myself for what I'm capable of doing ...
Because I'm like y ou, I'm pretty much .. It's pretty full this semester and it
just huh. . That week we did the writing I felt really guilty because I didn 't
get around to the reading.
Category 4 : Working with Peers -The Writing Group
Theme 1 - Reactions to the Critiquing Experience. This theme largely
concerns the students reactions to their experience critiquing other students
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manuscripts. The students thought the experience was valuable, enjoyable,
exciting, beneficial, and interesting. Comments by the students included:
I think it's the most valuable part of this class.
I wasn't here last week and I just picked up my packet of stuff but I really
enjoyed seeing people edit my work.
I loved last week .. . Well, it was exciting ... I just thought it was vezy
interesting. I've never had my work critiqued in that way. So, it was vezy
revealing.
I really enjoyed this experience. It made me excited about my manuscript
and eager to refine it. The suggestions are valuable and something you
rarely get in other classes.

Theme 2 - Reactions to the Critiques. This theme largely concerns the
students reaction to the critiques of their manuscripts by the other students.
The students thought everyone was honest, positive, constructive, critical, and
supportive. Comments by the students included:
But it was the way people received it, the way people talked about their
writings, vezy respeciful, and I think that makes the difference in whether
or not you will come back again to that experience and how much more
invested you can be in it. It depends on how folks handle with care or not
your work.
I think evezyone was honest.
I'm always scared cause you know, when I write, I feel like the writing is a
part of me and it's my words that I think. And, I mean, you never know
what people are going to think about your writing. And, sometimes you
can take it too personally because it is an extension of y ourself . .. Oh, I
was fine with the feedback. Evezyone was positive in their feedback. No
one, you know was negative or said anything that could be taken personal.
Evezyone was vezy constructive with their criticism.
Comments have been supportive but, also critical as we help each other
seek clarity in writing.
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Theme 3 - Anticipation of Critiques. In this theme, the students
described their anticipation of receiving feedback on their manuscripts. Some
students discussed being excited, while others. were timid and nervous.
Comments by the students included:
And, I think it's just a good experience for me to know, that like, where my
weaknesses are. 'Cause like I said I have no idea where I stand as a
writer.
I'll admit it. I was a little scared to get my review back because I wasn 't
sure of what anybody was going to say or think of my writing. I was a little
timid coming into class that evening ... It was because I had like visions
of getting my feedback and having evezy other word crossed off
Theme 4 - What Was Learned from the Critiques. In this theme, the
students described what they learned from the critiquing of the manuscripts.
The students described it as a learning experience where they learned their
weaknesses, that they have got to be clear in their writing, that others saw
things that they did not, and that you do not catch it all the first time.
Comments by the students included:
And, I learned a lot. And, I've learned a lot from people who know more
than I do and who given me input on how to be briefer and tighter.
And, I think it's just a good experience for me to know, that like, where my
weaknesses are. Cause like I said I have no idea where I stand as a
writer. So, I was really interested in knowing like, hum, y ou use "that" too
much or ... whatever the comments were.
I've had my writing critiqued before and it wasn't a new experience in that
way. What I noticed is that I listened a lot to what people say about it. In
other words, there's some things that stand out to me and somebody, a
person can say something and all of sudden it becomes a "ah ha" moment
or just one of those comments that stays with you for the rest of your life.
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One of the things that came out of last week was that somebody just wrote
on my paper, "I don't understand this." It was one of the clearer sentences
in there. I just didn 't know how anybody couldn 't understand what I'd
written. But that's a constant, that's something that I'm constantly
reminded of when I write is that even if I'm writing with an awareness that
I've got to be clear. It did remind me that other's see in my writing things
that I don't see.
The process seemed to me to be a demonstration of synergy -- that when
several minds work on an issue (article or book review, in this case), it's
bound to be stronger.
Category 5: NetForum
Theme 1 - Comparison to Use in Past Courses. In this theme, the
students compared their use of the discussion forum with other classes. The
students who had used discussion forums in past or current courses , enjoyed
our experience and think it was the best they had participated. On other
forums that students had participated, some of the topics seemed very forced
and more of an intellectual or scholastic exercise. Comments by the students
included:
And, then like with the NetForum, that's been pretty interesting and I'm
like motivated to participate in the NetForum . But it's interesting because
I take another class that's using NetForum and I'm not as motivated to
participate in that forum. I've been tzying to figure out why, what the
difference is.
And, I was thinking about my experiences with online forums and this will
be the fourth or fifth class that I've had. I haven't always found them real
interesting or vezy helpful because .. . maybe I wasn 't as engaged in the
class or I didn't feel like the discussion warranted extending on to the Net
so much . I've enjoyed the experience on the Net the most in this one and
another class.
As far as NetForum, I like it . . . I've had a couple of classes where I've
needed to use it ... Some of the topics seem veiy forced and more
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intellectual or scholastic exercise than anything else. And, then it's just a
matter of churning it out.
Theme 2 - Reaction to Forum. In this theme, the students described
their reaction to the discussion forum . The students liked it and thought it was
interesting. Students liked the ability to edit their forum messages. It was
more reflective on the forum and the editing allowed the students to "step back
a little" and reflect on what they had just written. Some students did not want
to embarrass themselves on the forum; they wanted to come across sounding
intelligent. Comments by the students included:

Seems to be more reflective on the forum . That we're stepping back a little
bit and I like the difference. At first, I didn 't like it because I don 't like
getting things different but I like the difference between th e forum and
Email because y ou have this editing process first and you 're looking at it.
So, it's nice to have the forum looking nicely word-processed. You know
nicely typeset and you have that editing which helps y ou reflect on what
y ou, it gives y ou that extra step of reflecting on what you've just written
and then, I find myself going back through it a few times.
I posted a topic a few weeks ago. I found this ve.ry easy to do, I was not
worried about what others would think about my topic, I felt I had a lot of
freedom. I think it's fun.
Theme 3 - How Used Forum. In this theme, the students described how
they used the discussion forum. The students used NetForum to explore topics
with others , to post their opinions and insights to the question posted, and to
see what fellow students were thinking. Comments by the students included:

I have used the discussion forum to explore topics with others. Sometimes
the content is more interesting to me than others but, it is alway s
interesting to m e to see what thoughts are generated because of someone
else's writing and thinking.
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I typically use the discussion forum once a week in order to add my
opinion and insights to the question posed and also to see what my fello w
students think.
Theme 4 - Motivation to Participate. This theme largely concerns the
students' motivation to participate in the NetForum discussions. Although it
was not a priority for some students, and it seemed more like they had to
participate, some students were not interested in the discussion forum until
they had logged in. It sparked their thinking. Comments by the students
included:

And, then like with the NetForum , that's been pretty interesting and I'm
like motivated to participate in the NetForum .. . Well, ·it may have
something to do with the class size although in that other class there are
12 students and one instructor so it's not that much larger. But I think it
might have something to do with the way that y ou presented NetForum.
Well, we talked about it. You had that little page about like "NetForum
Etiquette." It just seemed like more of a concerned effort on the
facilitator's part. I feel like it's more just a, it's not as much a priority in
that class as it is in this class. Although we are responsible to go onto it
evezy week. But I don 't want to go in there and read evezyone else's
responses, in that class. But I like to read the responses in this class. So
maybe it has something to do with the subject also.
Some of the online experience has to do with y our own, either interest
level or maybe your participation or buy-in of the class.
I understand what you 're saying because there's sometimes, for m e to go
out, it's no big deal for me on my computer, really, anymore awn getting
my Email messages. But sometimes, I'm not interested. I'm not that
interested until I get there. And, then I read the ideas, and I check in the
book, and aha, it sparks my thinking. But it is not a discipline that I have
y et taken into myself
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Category 6: Sources of Knowledge
Theme 1 - Resources. In this theme, the students listed the resources
that were sources of knowledge. This included books, online resources, and
library journals as sources of knowledge. Comments by the students included:
I like the resources that are available. Maybe I'll never use them but it's
comforting to kno w that they're there.
Books, the readings.
Internet - online resources.
Library journals.
Theme 2 - Other People. In this theme, the students described other
people as sources of knowledge. Comments by the students included:
Other students, books, resources.
There is no expectation that the instructors 'hold the knowledge' more than
the students.
Hearing the personal experiences of others (either experienced writers, or
those not as experienced).
The interactions between us as we discuss issues.
Theme 3 - Writing. In this theme, the students described how writing is
a source of knowledge. Comments by the students included:
The hands-on writing experience for real publications.
The writing itself
The use of the discussion forum on the Internet (since asynchronous
discussion has a different quality than the face-to-face discussions in the
class).
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Category 7: Things Instructors Could Do Better
Theme 1 - Course Implementation. In this theme, the students described
things they would like to see improved with the implementation of the course.
The students wanted to see more of a connection with what they read and
prepared for homework and what was discussed and shared in class.
Comments by the students included:
I think I'd like to see a little bit more of a connection between what we do
on the outside and what we do in class.
Well, and to think that what we did do, we were talking about writer's
block and we talked a lot about writer's block.
One frustration I have with the class is that a time or two we have made
preparations which were not utilized in the class that evening. One
example was the survey ofeditorial guidelines from assorted journals. I
was disappointed that we didn't do much with those.
Theme 2 - Course Web Site. In this theme, the students described
improvements they would like made to the course Web site. The format of the
Weekly Schedule was confusing (column headings) at first . Some students
seldom used any of the peripheral resources on the site or in the forum.
Students would like to see a site index or search engine. Comments by the
students included:
The first week I got a little confused. Just a little time to adjust to having
some assignments online, some ... I just ... I wasn't used to the way the
format was set up. I was thinking this was the assignment, I have this
class then I do this assignment.
And all the other stuff that's in there and it's a good resource and hum, it
probably comes as a package so you end up putting it all in there, it's just
that huh, I've discovered that with this forum and the other one I'm using,
that I don 't use any of the peripheral stuff
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How about just putting a paper index together? I know that sounds dumb.
Like you have seven or eight categories, if y ou coulc! maybe just put up . ..
sometimes . .. if I just have an index then I won 't get too busy looking. But
when I start pulling things up, like in the Writer's Toolbox, I start looking
and I read, and I never get through it. Where if I just have like a index,
then I'm not apt to get distracted, I guess is what I'm tzying to say.
Theme 3 - Course Design. The course design theme largely concerns the
students suggestions for improving the design of the course. The students
thought that there was too much in the Weekly Schedule. Students wanted
less reading assignments when the critiques of the writings were due. They
would like enough time for two critiques of the manuscript (one for content,
the other for grammar) before returning to the students. Comments by the
students included:
Well, and I wonder if there 's not too much in the syllabus.
I know these are mechanical things, not necessarily conceptual things as
much but I think it would help me a little bit if when we had say a writing
assignment that we didn 't have so many expectations to read.
I wonder if there's anywhere y ou can tie the readings more directly to y our
own writing too.
Well for the readings this week, I wish we would have ... y ou know the
one about the leading sentence and the ending sentence . .. I wish we had
read that before we started doing the writings. That would have help with
writing because y ou want to know that you need to have a h ook to get
someone interested in y our writing.
Well, I guess what I'm saying I wanted to review people's papers twice.
Reflecting
Overall, I was very pleased with the data obtained from the midsemester focus group and online individual questionnaire. All students
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participated in both. In addition to the questions I asked, the students asked
questions of each other. Based on the feedback we received from the students,
it seemed as if we had created an environment where collaborative learning
could occur. However, the students provided a few suggestions for making the
class better.
Many students made the comment that we needed to follow the Weekly
Schedule better. If there was an assignment or exercise due, they wanted to
discuss it the night it was due. Some students mentioned how we spoke about
writer's block several class periods. Some students were also overwhelmed by
the wealth of information on the course home page. They suggested a site
index or search engine to guide them as to the contents of the site. It was also
confusing to the students what was due each week. The column headings in
the Weekly Schedule is what was causing the confusion. It was important to
the students to spend more time working on their papers and more time
critiquing others' papers .
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CHAPTER6
SPRING 1999: PHASE TWO, CYCLE TWO
Planning
Based on the feedback from Cycle One data, we made the following
changes. With the students, we revised the course schedule that allowed the
students an extra week to write their second manuscript. In fact, we decided to
identify two dates they could turn in their manuscript. This extra date allowed
more time to review other's manuscripts or write, whichever was needed by the
student. We also moved any reading assignments due on those dates to other
dates so the students only assignment was to review and critique the
manuscripts.
I created a site index for the course homepage that included all the links
of the site. I also revised the columns of the Weekly Schedule to make it
clearer what assignment was due and when that assignment was due.

Acting
After the mid-semester focus group, the class continued as normal. Each
week we met to discuss the readings and/or the writing assignment. We had a
guest speaker one class session that allowed the students to listen to a writer's
experience, especially one who collaborated with another author. The students
asked many questions of the guest speaker.
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At the end of each weekly face-to-face class, we continued the practice of
a student volunteering to post a question and moderate the discussion forum
for the following week. Students were again encouraged to post other questions
and ideas for discussion on the discussion forum to promote collaborative
learning. The moderator concluded each weekly seminar with a statement that
wove multiple threads of the discussion into an analytical summary.

Observing
Near the end of the semester, the same online open-ended questionnaire
from mid-semester was administered (see Appendix I), a focus group interview
(see Appendix J for the discussion guide) was conducted, and the transcripts
from the discussion forum were analyzed to support the students' responses on
the questionnaire and interview.
The week following completion of the individual questionnaire, I
conducted a focus group interview in our regular meeting classroom. The
discussion guide matched the questions asked of the students in the online
open-ended individual questionnaire. I asked the students to describe their
experiences, opinions, and feelings in the both the face-to-face classroom and
discussion forum in the following areas: participation, expectations of
preparing for class, working with the members of the writing group, the sources
of knowledge in this class, and their use of the discussion forum.
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A thematic analysis was made of the data, and the following coding
categories were derived from the end-of-semester data:
1.

Participation

2.

Preparation

3.

Working with Peers

4.

NetForum

5.

Sources of Knowledge

6.

Things We Could Do Better

Category 1: Participation
Theme 1 - Comfort in Participating. In this theme, the students
described their comfort in participating in the class. Students discussed that
the group was comfortable and allowed them to take risks. Comments by these
students included:

It's a little unnerving having a group of people talk about your writing. It's
a vezy personal activity. But given that, it's a vezy comfortable group and
a comfortable course because that can be vezy unsettling.
. . . and we know each other's writing and are more comfortable and more
able to take risks and to take risks and to hear each other's points of view
and to move with them.
Theme

2 -

Participation of Instructors. In this theme, the students

described the participation of the facilitators as timely and helpful. The
students described how the instructors let the students lead the discussion, and
shared the responsibility for the course direction. Comments by the students
included:
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The instructors have appeared to have shared the responsibility for the
course direction and for nudging the group along in their thinking.
I think that the instructor's let the students lead the discussion and add
their comments when they feel it will help the flow of the discussion or had
additional insight into the topic at hand.
The instructors are well organized and have defined agendas to attend to
during class, yet they are flexible enough to deal with any issues presented
by the students. Also they have been reviewing our manuscripts outside of
class and offering feedback.
Theme 3 - Equality. In this theme, students described the equality
between the students and the facilitators. The students thought participation
was equal and that all listened to each other. Comments by the students
included:

My participation has been equal to the other members of the class in
discussions, writing and sharing ideas and constructive criticism.
There is equality between the teachers and the students in that all ideas
and opinions are mutually respected and encouraged.
No one person is seen as having the correct answer to any problem or
observation.
Category 2: Preparation
Theme 1 - Level of Preparation. In this theme, the students described
how they prepared for class. They completed the readings, continued writing,
and posted to the NetForum. Students had an expectation that others would
help them get to the place where they understood what was going on if they
were lost. Comments by the students included:

In spite of what I wrote in the previous question, I do believe that the web
presence of the class has been vezy helpful. The ease of access to the class
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schedule, assignments and resources is a big plus. I consult the page
eveiy week to look at all of the above in preparation for class.
Preparation involves doing as much of the reading as I can, preparing the
written assignments, etc.
I read the weekly assignments, prepare my writing which is an ongoing
process and review the internet discussion section.
Category 3: Working

Peers -The Writing Group

Theme 1 - Reactions to the Critiquing Experience. In this theme, the
students described the experience of critiquing each others' manuscripts. The
students thought the experience was the most valuable part of the class. The
students felt safe and trusted. Comments by the students included:

The most valuable thing to me here was having to write. And, the different
kinds of writing that we did. I've really been writing for the last week, I
guess, on this paper. And, it's turned into three papers, and so that got to
be a real problem because they are tangled up in one and I'm thinking,
the guys are going to think this is not a paper. And, I was thinking of y ou
as my audience for this class and knowing that y ou would also be able to
help me untangle that. So, this, that to me has been the most valuable
because I need to have deadlines that are imposed on me and
expectations of other people that I was meeting. I felt the responsibility to
the other class folks as well to participate in the writing as well.
I think it was helpful especially in an environment where there is a pretty
safe comfort zone . . . An environment where it is safe allows for more
work and more learning to take place.
The trust and the climate that was established in th e first session and the
first time around made it easier for you the second time [question of
facilitator]. Student responded "yes. "
There 's a certain vulnerability that comes from sharing and this
exploration process, and I think it was handled veiy respectfully and veiy
wisely and I'm sure that had a lot to do with the instructors but it also had
to do with the peers. Eveiybody came with an assumption that they were
to respect each other and mutual respect. It allowed me to take some risks
that I might not have and to continue.
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Theme 2 - Reactions to the Critiques. In this theme, the students
described their reaction to the critiques of their manuscripts. The students
thought everyone provided helpful, constructive criticism, and positive
comments. The students also recognized that critiquing is a skill to be
developed and improves over time. Comments by the students included:
Everybody was nice about it. They were constructive but they weren 't
demeaning in any way. They actually had, they seemed to have a little
respect for the writing I was doing even though they had some pointers
from me and critiques about what I could do to make it better.
I felt like everyone gave me really good feedback but I questioned the
quality of feedback I gave other people. And, it wasn't so much when I
wrote comments down it was more when we were talking about it in class
that I felt like . . . either I couldn't find the right words to say what I
wanted to say or I just figured, I just won 't say anything.
I think it's another area of skill development.
It provides a lot of constructive criticism and positive comments from
many perspectives.
Theme 3 - Anticipation of Critiques. This theme largely concerns the
students anticipation of receiving feedback on their manuscripts. The
timidness and nervousness from the first critique for some students was
lessened.

Comments by the students included:

It's a little unnerving having a group of people talk about your writing. It's
a very personal activity. But given that, it's a very comfortable group and
a comfortable course.
I think the first time I was more excited about it cause I'd never had this
done before. And, the second time was exciting also but just not as much .
But it was good.
I think the first time I was a little apprehensive because I know I didn 't
really, didn't know any one that well, and it was my writing that was being
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critiqued and reviewed. I think by the second time I'd gotten to know
everybody a little bit better and wasn't as apprehensive about it and
wasn't as scared as what was going to come bqck. I knew there wasn't
going to be any, 'this really stunk' [laughing] but '.You need to take out this
entire paragraph and just do the whole thing over again' and I knew that
·
wasn't going to happen so I didn't, I wasn't as scared about turning
something in.
Theme 4 - What Was Learned from the Critiques. This theme largely
concerns what the students learned from critiquing each others manuscripts.
The students were affirmed by the group with their writing and described it as
a learning experience where they were more aware of how other's saw things
that they did not. Comments by the students included:

Like I said it was my favorite part of what we were about here. Sharing
and getting feedback and different perceptions and aware of how other
people see things and how I don't see everything, especially my own work.
Even though I have had quite a bit of writing experience, it is always
helpful to get feedback from others -- they almost always see things I
missed and help to understand how others who read the final product
might interpret it.
I was very affirmed by the group regarding my writing.
The class critiqued my work but I still felt that I was doing a good job and
that I actually had something important to say.
Category 4: NetForum
Theme 1 - Comparison to a Listserv. This theme largely concerns the
students describing how it would be easier to participate in outside class
discussions using Email listservs than the NetForum. Comments by the
students included:
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I think that's [getting on at different times] a plus, personally. But, hum,
you know you would do the same thing on a listserv. And, I think those
have some good threads that go through them occasionally and you know
somebody will pick up on some topic and they'll just be, everybody will
comment on it and it's just a running discussion on something. I think
that's good because you don 't have to be 'in' the forum to do it. I think
that's a real plus. And, the same thing is true for the discussion forum, it's
just a little bit more categorized, classified.
I like having the open time too but maybe, like a listserv on Email,
opportunities that goes to many people, it's up to the reader, you [the
author] seem to like that, to go and enter the forum and access the entries
and participate. There's Jess jangling of my consciousness to go back if I'd
already made an entry.
Which means it's going to be there in the Email without you having to go
for it, and it's going to be ... every time you check your Email, it's going to
be the thing. . .and very readily accessible for responding to it.

Theme 2 - Applicability. This theme largely concerns how the students
thought the NetForum was applicable to this class. Specifically students
mentioned that we have a two and a half-hour discussion every week, why
would we need a discussion forum? Students also thought if the class was
larger, it might be more applicable. Students discussed the NetForum's
usefulness for dialogue. Comments by the students included:
Why would a discussion group enhance the purpose of the class to start
with? We sit for 2.5 hours a week and have a dialogue and we talk. Why
is doing online helpful to move that forward?
In the online class I take where we never see anybody face-to-face, a
discussion forum like that is a little bit more useful.
It might be better if it was a larger class.

Theme 3 - Motivation to Participate. In this theme, the students
described their motivation for participating in the discussion forum. Factors
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that affected the students motivation to participate included their interest in
the topic, the amount of time they had available, what others wrote, and access.
Comments by the students included:
It just depends on partly, how much time I have and how interested in the
topic to start with. And, sometimes I've been able to read everybody else's
and sometimes I haven't.
I do enjoy reading what other people thought of the same idea. I like the
fact that it's been centered around the reading materials or an idea that
we've supposed to have been studying that week.
We were getting to know each other and it was an interesting way of
learning more about how we think and subjecting a part of ourselves.
And, then we became more involved in our papers.
There were some earlier topics I was really interested in and I would have
liked to gone back. But it's a time element.
I would read what other people were writing because that's where I get ...
it kicks me off on and I'd want to jump in.
Theme 4 - Usage. This theme largely concerns how the students used
the NetForum since the first focus group at mid-semester. Students
commented on how once a discussion ended, nobody goes back and posts
again. Comments by the students included:
Since the last time, we hadn't used it as much.
Once you get past the discussion, nobody goes back and looks at earlier
entries and makes comments on that. Once it's done, it's done.
And, we talked about the level of comfort growing and starting with the
discussion forum as a way of getting to know each other and the
discussion within the classroom.
Overall participation in the discussion forum has been mediocre. From
my perspective, the cause for this may be that there doesn't seem to be a
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compelling need for that kind of format. Since there is so much face-toface discussion, online discussion is almost redundant.
Category 5: Sources of Knowledge
Theme 1 - Resources. In this theme, the students listed sources of
knowledge to include the readings, online resources, and library journals.
Comments by the students included:
The Internet and the discussion forum.
The books assigned and readings shared.
The journals ideas shared by the group.
Texts.
Theme 2 - Other People. In this theme, the students listed other people
as sources of knowledge. Comments ·b y the students included:
The best sources of knowledge came from the group's discussions and the
instructor's sharing their practical insights relative to getting published.
The group members which includes the teachers and students.
Each other.
Categorv 6: Things We Could Do Better
Theme 1 - Physical Environment. This theme largely concerns how the
students described the ideal environment that would increase their physical
comfort. They would like to be in a room that has rocking chairs, or conference
room-type chairs with nice tables so everyone can see each other. Comments
by the students included:
I'm sure there is probably a better room on campus that would increase at
least our physical comfort for the allotted time.
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I'm all about a comfortable environment.
Rocking chairs [in response to what kind of room would be more
comfortable?].
Conference room chairs and nice tables where evezyone sits around and
can see each other [in response to what kind of room would be more
comfortable?].
Theme 2 - Course Implementation. In this theme, the students described
things they would like to see improved with the implementation of the course.
Again, the students want to see more of a connection with what they read and
prepared for homework and what was discussed and shared in class. One of
the instructors explained that the assignments were there for the students and
it was their choice to complete them. Comments by the students included:

Attending to the things on the syllabus [schedule] a little bit more.
I'm [the facilitator] coming from the perspective that all these activities
and all these readings are for y ou. Hopefully, we can engage, I mean I
think there are certain things we have td engage in in the class. The other
stuff is really for you. So your choice to do them or not do them is, how
helpful is that to you.
I kind of . . .like the flexibility of it [the schedule].
Theme 3 - Course Design. This theme largely concerns student
suggestions for improving the design of the course . The students wanted to
spend more time discussing their writing, have more critiques of their writing,
and hear from other published authors with guest speakers. Some students
suggested making this course two semesters. Comments by the students
included:
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I felt like a lot of them [readings} addressed the same concepts. So, maybe
you could reduce it to one or two required books and still suggest the
others.
Increase the time that's spent looking at our writing or other kinds of
writing.
May be helpful to have a session or two sessions where there are examples
of what you don 't want to do; what are vezy common mistakes.
And, the guest speaker was a great idea. It was really inspiring having her
here. Maybe if you had two semesters, have more guests to come in and
talk . . .so you get a feel of the writers, some different styles of their writing.
You make a good point about having another period of doing this. I'm not
sure I could afford two semesters of it but I'd enjoy two. I would have liked
to have had another opportunity to go through mine and y ours papers
again, after the first critique and do another critique.
No reading [when we have to review manuscripts].
One thing I would have liked is to have received feedback from evezyone
on the second submission of the articles. Having input relative to how the
second draft compared to the first draft would be helpful.
Rethinking the function of the online discussion forum would make it a
better tool for learning. I'm not clear about its relevance to a class which
already has so much face-to-face discussion.
It might be more efficient to do some critiquing in class . . . then we could
learn more about how other's do that too.
Reflecting
As with the mid-semester data, I was very pleased with the data gathered
during the end-of-semester focus group and online individual questionnaire.
All students participated in the focus group interview and all students
completed the online questionnaire. Based on the feedback we received the
students said working with their peers on the critiques of each others'
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manuscripts was the most valuable part of the class. They really learned from
the motivation to participate in it was
each other. The use
of the NetForum and
.
.
down from mid-semester due to the time constraints of the student. This same
thing happened Spring 1998. The students provided many suggestions for
improving this class. These suggestions will be passed on to the instructors for
the Spring of 2000 for planning purposes.
The students.suggested finding a more comfortable environment. To no
avail, the instructors tried to find a more comfortable classroom to meet in at
the beginning of the semester. Again, the students wanted to see the class
attending to the assignment that was due on the night it was due, not two
weeks later. There was one assignment that was not discussed on the night it
was due because the instructor was absent and it was her exercise assignment.
Therefore, it was covered two weeks later.
The students thought there was too much on the Weekly Schedule in
terms of assignments and readings. One of the instructors emphasized that the
assignments were there to prepare the students for the class discussion and if
one of the exercises or readings was not helpful, to not do it, it was their choice.
The instructor said that this should be stressed the next time the course is
taught.
Several students wanted a second opportunity to review and critique the
manuscripts. This second opportunity is confusing because the instructors told
the students if they wanted feedback a second time on their manuscript, to
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bring copies for everyone. Some students did this, others did not. I did not
think of this during the focus group interview but I am wondering if the
students also meant they wanted to discuss the second critique as well?
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CHAPTER

7

IMPLICATIONS AND PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS
FOR COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the implications of the research
findings and to present practical applications for instructors who want to create
an environment for collaborative learning. The implications and practical
applications are based on the data provided by the students. Where possible,
ties to other research are made although this is from data that was based on the
experience of the instructor, not the students. The chapter is organized into the
following sections:
1.

Participating in an environment for collaborative learning.

2.

The sources of knowledge in the collaborative classroom.

3.

The role and use of the NetForum for collaborative learning.

4.

Working with peers for collaborative learning.

5.

Preparing for class in a collaborative learning environment.

Participating in an Environment for Collaborative Learning
Participation is at the heart of collaborative learning. With participation,
there can be dialogue and discussion - and, with these, there can be
collaborative learning. In the traditional lecture-dominated class , participation
by the students is low. The instructor does most of the talking and may ask a
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few questions of the students other than to ascertain if they have "gotten" the
information. Unless a student asks a question (to the instructor, of course),
there is little if any discussion between the instructor and the students and
rarely any between students.
I was worried after our first three class sessions that the participation in
the class was goirig to be this way: instructor to student with little to no
interaction. One of the class instructors' style was to lecture during these
sessions, talking for more than three-quarters of the class session. (The class
also recognized this instructor's dominance, discussing it during the midsemester focus group.) During the last quarter of each class, the instructor
would ask the students if they had any questions or comments they would like
to make. Slowly, the students would begin to talk and ask questions of each
other. The sad part of this procedure was that we would just "get going" with
the dialogue and it would be time to go. During the reflections at the end of the
third class, the instructor apologized for dominating the first few class sessions
with his writing problems and promised not to dominate in the future. I was
glad to hear this because I was going to schedule a meeting with this instructor
and the other instructor to discuss this problem. For the rest of the semester,
this instructor became less dominating and involved the students more. The
students even dialogued without the participation of this instructor. The need
for this instructor to end all discussions with his opinion lessened as the
semester continued.
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The students in this study said they liked the variety of participation and
interactions of the class. They had discussions about the readings and also
shared their reviews and critiques of each other's manuscripts. The students
liked this class because it was not lecture-based, and said that they.learned
more when they were able to hear viewpoints other than the instructors'.
When the students participated with both the instructor and the other students,
they reported that comradery and comfort in participating occurred. This data
may imply that it may be necessary for lecture-based instructors to design their
courses beyond lecture to allow for this type of participation and to create an
environment for collaborative learning.

The Sources of Knowledge in the Collaborative Classroom
Closely related to shared participation are what instructors and students
view as sources of knowledge. As students, we are taught at a very early age
that the instructor has all the "right" answers and is the source of knowledge. If
students have a question, they ask the instructor. Unless the instructor divides
the class into groups, little if any discussion occurs between students. The
students are taught to look straight ahead and pay attention to the instructor.
The students in this study reported that the students and the instructors
were equal sources of knowledge. In fact, one student said that "there is no
expectation that the instructors 'hold the knowledge' more than the students."
In addition to the instructor and students , the students also saw online
114

resources, books, and their own and others' writing as sources of knowledge.
Again, the implication is that these students did not view the instructors as the
traditional source of knowledge and that they can learn from many different
resources; therefore, similarly to the instructors in this study, instructors need
to create an environment where they are not seen as the only source of
knowledge. It goes back to course design. If a course is designed to be lecturebased with little to no interaction, the students will probably only see their
textbooks and the instructor as sources of knowledge. The source of knowledge
of other students is missing. The key to collaborative learning is the shared
participation and involvement of everyone. Instructors should set aside some
time for group activity. This time might consist of letting a student turn to
another student and articulate what he heard and/or learned. Instructors who
teach large classes that are held in lecture-halls might also want to add an
online communication tool such as Email, discussion forums, or listservs. The
face-to-face class may be the time .when instructors present content, with the
online part of the class dedicated to showing multiple sources of knowledge by
bringing out the ideas and opinions of the students.
As Steffens' (1989) did in his undergraduate history seminar, instructors
should review the course. outline and objectives with the students the first class
session to see if there are additional items the students want to cover. Some
instructors may be fearful of this open-ended curriculum because they may not
have knowledge in an area that students want to study. If time permits adding
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these topics to the course, the instructor could ask for volunteers to present this
information to the class . Student presentation of material is an opportunity for
the instructor and students to learn from each other, and could help build a
collaborative environment by showing that there are multiple sources of
knowledge.

The Role and Use of the NetForum for Collaborative Learning
The role and use of the online discussion forum, NetForum, varied for
the students of this study. Three implications from our use of the NetForum to
augment the face-to-face class for collaborative learning were derived from the
student data: purpose of the discussion forum, the size of the class, and the
student's motivation to participate.

•

For the students in the Spring 1998 class, NetForum allowed for further
discussion of the topics outside the face-to-face class. It also allowed each
small writing group to share writing ideas . Because there were thirteen
students in the Spring 1998 class and we met as the entire class for only the
firs t half of each weekly class, not everyone participated or had a chance to
participate in the large group discussions. In spite of efforts to get involvement
from all the students , some students participated much more from week-toweek. One student in particular rarely participated in the larger class
discussions. However, this student participated frequently in the NetForum
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and regularly in her small writing group (which met after the larger group each
week).
The students of the Spring 1999 class said they used the NetForum to get
to know each other better; to learn what each other knew and thought about the
writing process. Because there were only six students in this class, the class
was not split into two sessions (large class discussion and writing groups) as
was done during the Spring 1998 semester. Therefore, each week the entire
class was spent discussing the readings and/or anything else the students
wanted to discuss about the writing process or their own writing. We had
specific dates in which the entire class was devoted to discussing the reviews
and critiques of the student's manuscripts. These students said that the weekly
two-and-a-half-hour face-to-face sessions were enough discussion between
class periods. Everyone was willing and able to participate in those weekly
sessions. These students reported that there was no need for the NetForum to
continue discussion of the face-to-face discussions once they got to know each
other; it was redundant with the face-to-face class.
After mid-semester in both Spring 1998 and 1999, the use and the
motivation to use the NetForum diminished. The students said this was
mainly due to the time constraints of completing their written manuscripts and
homework in other classes. They thought the use of Email would have been
better because it would have automatically "come to them", they would not
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have to "go get it." Only after the students logged on to the discussion forum
and read the comments of others, were they motivated to participate.
Based on the students' experience of using the NetForum in this study,
instructors may need to consider the design of their course, the size of the class,
and the role of the discussion forum before augmenting a face-to-face class with
a discussion forum to promote collaborative learning. Klemm's (1997) research
reports the benefits of augmenting a face-to-face course with an online
communication tool but never provides any guidance on when to use a tool.
The students in this study taught the instructors that just because online
communication tools exist, does not mean they have to be used.

If the course

is designed so that all the students meet with each other the entire time, it may
not be necessary to have a discussion forum. However, each student must have
ample time to participate. The instructor can use Email for administrative
items and weekly reflections. If the course design splits the students into
smaller defined groups where the entire class meets for only a specified amount
of time, an instructor might want to consider adding a discussion forum .
.Because time is limited for the larger group, everyone may not get to participate
in the discussion. An instructor might even set up specific discussion areas for
each small group since their time face-to-face might also be limited.
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Another issue to consider is the size of the class. If an instructor is
teaching a small class, such as a seminar that has five to ten students , the use of
a discussion forum may not be beneficial. Because the class is small, everyone
should have ample time to participate. Again, the instructor might want to
augment the course with Email to provide an alternative communication tool
for those students who may be shy and do not like to speak in front of others. If
the class is larger than ten students, then consideration should be given to
adding a discussion forum.
The key to choosing a communication tool to augment a face-to-face
class is experience. If an instructor has chosen a discussion forum for a small
class and it seems redundant, the instructor needs to ask the students what
they think and stop using it if it is not beneficial. The instructor might
substitute the discussion forum with Email. Another option is to put the
discussion forum to use in another way. There are many ways a discussion
forum can be used besides discussion. Many instructors have students post
their assignments to the forum and have others critique and evaluate them. We
did not do this in this class because a crucial part of writing for publication is
formatting the manuscript according to the publisher's guidelines.

If all the students are not participating, an online communication tool
can be added. Some students are shy and do not like to talk in front others for
various reasons. It is important for instructors to provide an outlet for all
students to communicate and learn C(?llaboratively. The quietest students may
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have the most to offer. Only if their knowledge is shared can others benefit.
The key is thinking beyond the face-to-face classroom and involving the
students.

Working with Peers for Collaborative Learning
Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec (1994) report that in the traditional
classroom, students work individually and competitively, not collaboratively.
In the traditional competitive classroom, students work against each other to
reach an academic goal such as a grade of "A" that only one or a few students
can attain. In a classroom that is designed for individualistic learning, students
work independently to accomplish learning objectives that may be different
and unrelated to those of the other students. In the collaborative classroom,
students work interdependently with a common purpose and shared goal.
Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec's research also has shown that working with
peers results in greater effort to achieve, more positive interpersonal
relationships, and greater psychological health than competitive or
individualistic learning efforts .
As reported by the students in this study, they wanted to learn from and
with each other. The students in this class also said they had a common goal:
to learn how to write for professional publication. Although some of the
students had already published, they reported that they had not attended a
formal class that taught them how to write for publication. They reported that
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the sharing of the reviews and critiques of the manuscripts was the most
valuable part of the class and that they had become better writers. This data
further supports Abercrombie's (1960} research of students arriving at better
diagnoses collaboratively rather than working individually.
The students reported that sharing and receiving feedback from different
perspectives was very important and they saw it as a learning experience. They
learned that others saw things that they did not, and that they could learn from
· what and how others wrote. One student said that working on the manuscripts
with the other students was "a demonstration of synergy- that when several
minds work on an issue, it's bound to be stronger." This data supports
Hillebrand's (1994} research where the students reported being inspired by
ideas from other students.
The students in this study said that working together on the manuscripts
helped them build trust and comradery. One student openly admitted being
nervous and afraid to receive the reviews of her manuscript. Once she went
through the critiquing experience, she felt a stronger level of trust with the
other students. This climate was established because the other students and
instructors did not "crucify" her work; they provided helpful comments and
constructive criticism. This same student said that the trust and climate that
was established during the critiques for the first manuscript made it easier for
her during the review of the second manuscript.
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This student data may imply that instructors should design their courses
so that the students are given more opportunities to work together. Some
students are actively resistive to working with other students on group projects.
They may say that they can get more done faster and better if they work alone.
There are also students with poor social skills who have difficulty in groups. It
is important for the instructor to create an environment in which the students
understand that by working together, they have an opportunity to learn more
than if they worked by themselves. To demonstrate this, MacGregor (1990)
suggests starting out with a small group project to show the class the benefits of
working together.
It is not easy for an instructor to transition from a total lecture-based

methodology to one that is more collaborative. Instructors need to know that
the students can and want to learn from other students , as the students in this
study reported. However, believing that students want to learn from each other
and demonstrating this belief are two different things. To help make this
transition, instructors should remember a modified version of the 10-second
rule first-time instructors are taught: After you ask a question, wait 10 seconds
before answering it yourself. For the modified version, do not answer the
question. Probe the students, call on a student, rephrase the question - do
anything but answer the question yourself. Encourage the students to ask
questions and lead the discussion. Learn from the students in the class - they
want to talk to and work with each other.
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Preparing for Class in a Collaborative Learning Environment
. Based on MacGregor's (1990) research, the expected preparation for class
in the traditional lecture-dominated classroom from the students' perspective is
low to moderate. If reading is the only assigned homework, students may think
they can get by without doing the reading because they know that (1) the
instructor is going to give a lecture on the material, (2) the instructor probably
will not ask them any questions, and (3) there will not be a class discussion on
the readings. Some students may not read the material if they only are
supposed to listen and take notes.
In the collaborative classroom, students know that the instructor is not
going to give a "data dump" and provide all the information. There is a high
expectation from students that they need to come to class prepared so they can
participate in the class discussions or group work (MacGregor, 1990). The
students in this research study reported that they felt the need to prepare - not
because they had to, but because they thought it was relevant to what they
were doing in class. They reported that they were not unduly concerned about
preparing for class because they knew if they did not understand something
they read or had a problem with their writing, the rest of the class would be
there to help them.
This student data may imply that if an instructor creates an environment
for collaborative learning, the students will better prepare for class. This
expectation starts with the first class. The first time the students meet and the
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instructor asks a question to get a dialogue going and the students do not
respond (because they are not prepared), may be an eye-opening experience for
the students who are not used to a collaborative environment. Similarly to the
instructors in this study, instructors need to tell the students that the class is
collaborative in nature and that they do not have all the answers; everyone is a
source of knowledge and the class is not lecture-based. Instructors should tell
the students that lectures may be a part of the class design, but collaboration
and group work will be an important part of their learning experience.

Conclusion
It all fits together. By designing a class beyond the lecture format and

demonstrating to the students that everyone is a participant, an environment
for collaborative learning will be created where there is trust and cornradery,
where the students will see and understand that there are many sources of
knowledge beyond the instructor, where the students will better prepare for
class, and where the students will look forward to working in small groups to
become interdependent.
To summarize, when creating an environment for collaborative learning,
the instructor should consider the following points.
1.

Design Beyond Lectures. To increase student participation, instructors
should design their classes beyond the lecture method by including
small group discussions and group projects. If the class is held in a large
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lecture-hall, include labs where the students can get to know each other,
and at the end of the lecture, ask students to articulate to each other
what they just learned from the lecture. This design will help the
students understand the benefits of learning from others and will help
them become better prepared for class.
2.

Create an Environment for Shared Participation. When instructors
demonstrate that to the students that everyone is a participant, it will
show the students that they are also known sources of knowledge. This
shared participation will also help build trust and comradery with the
students and encourage better participation by all students.

3.

Create Opportunities for Group Work. Most students want to work
together and learn from each other. To help build interdependence,
comradery, and trust, design activities where the students work together
on a group project, or where the students evaluate each other's work and
share that evaluation.

4.

Augment with Online Communication Tools. Instructors may want to
consider augmenting the face-to-face classroom with an online
communication tool so students can dialogue with each other outside
the regularly scheduled class. Using the online communication tool
might allow those students who are shy and do not like to speak in front
of others to participate as well as provide opportunity for those students
who did not get a chance to speak during the regularly scheduled class.
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CHAPTERS
SUMMARY

The purpose of this chapter is to recount the purpose of this action
research study, summarize the research study, present recommendations for
further research, and provide concluding remarks. The chapter is organized
into the following sections:
1.

Purpose of the study.

2.

A brief summary of the research study.

3.

Recommendations for further research.

4.

Concluding remarks.

Purpose of the Action Research Study
To achieve collaborative learning, instructors must first create an
environment for collaborative learning. To understand and create this
environment, instructors must be familiar with the shifts students make when
transitioning from a traditional-lecture dominated class to one that is
collaborative. This study describes students' experience in a graduate-level
writing-for-publication course in terms of those shifts. This study was an
action research project of a writing class over two semesters. The purpose of
this action research project was to examine in what way an environment for
collaborative learning impacts students in a face-to-face classroom that is
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augmented with an online discussion forum. To answer this question, the
study examined the collaborative learning environment in the following five
areas:
1.

Participation: How would you describe your participation, and
the participation of the instructors?

2.

Preparation: How would you describe your preparation for class
from week to week? (How do you prepare to come to class?)

3.

Working with peers: What was it like working with the members
of the writing group?

4.

Sources of knowledge: What were the different sources of
knowledge in the class?

5.

Use of technology: How did you use the on-line discussion
forum?

Summary of the Study
In this qualitative action research study, I reported on a graduate writing
for professional publication course that was taught face-to-face and augmented
with an online discussion forum. In the introductory chapter, I informed my
readers of the purpose of the study and the research questions to be answered
in the study. Chapter Two provided background literature that lead to the
exploration of this action research study.
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Chapter Three provides the research methodology and procedures
involved in the study, and Chapters Four, Five, and Six describe what
happened in the course: how the instructors planned for the course, how the
instructors put that plan into action, what the researcher observed, the
student's experience, and the researcher's reflections. The course (researched
for two semesters, Spring 1998 and Spring 1999) was designed to teach
students how to write for professional publication. Nineteen students (twelve
females and seven males) comprised the study sample. This class was
delivered face-to-face and augmented with an online discussion forum. All
students but one successfully completed the course. One student received an
incomplete because she did not turn in her final draft of Manuscript Two
before the end of the semester. The students gained useful information and
practical experience on writing for professional publication. Their overall
impression of the course was positive, embracing it as a beneficial and valuable
learning experience.
Chapter Seven, relates the themes that emerged from this study to
describe some implications, and to offer some suggestions for practical
application. The success of the course suggests the importance of creating an
environment for collaborative learning. Although collaborative learning may or
may not be achieved, the environment can be set for promoting it. As seen
from this study, the success of creating an environment for collaborative
learning (both face-to-face and online) relies on such factors as the shared
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participation of the students and instructors in dialogue and discussions that
build comradery and comfort, the class size, the preparations for class, working
with and learning from each other, recognizing that the instructor is not the
only source of knowledge in the class, and properly using technology to
enhance the face-to-face class.

Limitations of the Study
As stated in the introductory chapter, this action research study was
limited to a qualitative report of the information provided by the students, not
the instructors. This study focused on collaborative learning; therefore,
research related to cooperative learning was not reviewed. The comparisons in
this study were made to classrooms that were lecture-dominated and that did
not use problem-solving or role-playing as methods of instruction. Further, this
study was limited to the creation of an environment for collaborative learning,
not the achievement of collaborative learning.

Future Research
I believe that there is more than one model for augmenting a face-to-face
class with online technologies to create an environment for collaborative
learning. The quality and effectiveness of augmenting a class with online
technologies for collaborative learning relies on the pedagogical and
technological designs of the course. Although there have been increasing
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quantitative studies on the quality and effectiveness of online courses in terms
of academic achievement, there is an urgent need for qualitative research that
looks beyond test scores and the number of hits to a course home page or
online discussion forum, and examines issues pertaining to the instructional
design of the course to include the technology-supported components.
Another need for future research is to further study what the experience
is of students in a class that promotes collaborative learning. Much of the
literature reports rely heavily on the experience of the instructor and their
transition to a collaborative environment. Although the experience of the
instructor is important, the experience of the students is just as important. The
obstacles and difficulties in transitioning from a traditional lecture-dominated
pedagogy, which most of these students have experienced most of their
academic life needs to be further researched. It is urgent to describe the
transitions of both the instructor and the students to derive useful and effective
strategies for promoting collaborative learning so they can be shared and
improved upon by other instructors and students.
Lastly, although many studies have evaluated the quality and
effectiveness of online education, more studies are needed that address the
augmentation of the face-to-face class with online technologies. Although there
are universities and colleges who have advanced in the online arena, there are
many schools that are just beginning to incorporate these new technologies.
Instructors are not going to convert their face-to-face classes to online
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overnight. They need experience working with the technology and time to
figure out what works best for them and the students.

Concluding Remarks
Research suggests that collaborative learning strategies result in
increased student involvement with the course and engagement in the learning
process no matter what the medium. By working out of the constructivist
paradigm and following the principles of action research, I worked closely with
the study's participants. The results of this study were based on the
collaborative nature of the research. This study was a "win-win" situation for
the researcher and participants: both had an opportunity to improve their
practice. We will not stop gaining knowledge just because the course and
project have come to an end. We will constantly test and modify the
knowledge constructed based on new experiences with others.
I believe my practice as an instructional designer and instructor have
improved based on what I learned from the students in this study. Before I
entered the Collaborative Learning doctoral program and completed this study,
I looked to the instructor as the only source of knowledge. Of course, I saw
other students as a resource but the instructor always had the right answer. I
also preferred working alone on projects. With the demands of working fulltime and having a family, I knew I could complete projects faster and did not
see the need or value of working with others. The students in this study h ave
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changed how I view working with others to learn collaboratively and how
better to create an environment for collaborative learning. I also believed that
the augmentation of a face-to-face class with an online communication tool
would always be beneficial. The student data of this study may not be
enlightening to instructors who are already creating environments for
collaborative learning or who have used online communications tools for years.
However, it means something to me, someone who used to be a talking-head
instructor. As I said earlier, saying that you believe in collaborative learning
and demonstrating it are two different things. I believe that I am making that
transition. I still have much to learn and will continue seeking student data on
what makes it work.
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Appendix A
Definitions
Action res_earch - A form of self-reflective inquiry into one's practice to
improve that practice (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988).
Asynchronous tools - Communication tools that permit independent work by
group members working alone whereas synchronous tools permit simultaneous
interactions by two or more group members (Smith, 1994).
Bloom's Taxonomy - A hierarchy of educational objectives that attempts to
divide cognitive objectives into subdivisions ranging from the simplest
behavior to the most complex (Bloom and Krathwohl, 1956).
Case study - A research strategy in which the researcher studies a bounded
system using a variety of data-gathering methods to identify and record the
features and characteristics of the system (Glatthorn, 1985).
Chat software - Allows two or more students whose computers are connected
(via a local area network, the Internet, or modem) to interactively work with
each other at the same time (Smith, 1994).
Code - A code may be a list of themes; a complex model with themes,
indicators, and qualifications that are causally related; or something in between
these two forms (Boyatzis, 1999)
Collaborative learning An interactive group knowledge building process where learners actively
construct knowledge by formulating ideas into words built through the
reactions and responses of others (Harasim, 1993) .

The process of learning in groups (Kiesler, 1992).
Learning that emphasizes group or cooperative efforts among faculty and
students (Hiltz 1988).
Individual learning as a result of group process (Kaye, 1992).
People who labor together in order to construct something that did not
exist before the collaboration, something that does not and cannot fully
exist in the lives of individual collaborators (Peters and Armstrong,
1998).
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Situations that involve students working in groups of two or more,
searching for understanding, solutions, or meanings, or creating a
product (Smith and MacGregor, 1992).
Computer conference - An online discussion group established by topic that
creates a transcript of a group's discussion.
Constructivism - An inquiry paradigm that believes that what an individual
learns and understands is socially constructed by the individual (Denzin and
Lincoln, 1994).
Cooperative learning - The instructional use of small groups through which
students work together to maximize their own and each other's learning
(Johnson, Johnson, and Holubec, 1994)
Computer-mediated communications (CMC) - The use of asynchronous and
synchronous technology tools to communicate in an online environment.
Distance education - Education that occurs when place and/or time separate an
instructor and students, and technology (often with face-to-face
communications) is used to bridge the instructional gap (Willis and Dickinson,
1997) .

Electronic mail (Email) - A network application for exchanging mail messages
that are usually text.
Focus group interview - An data collection technique in which a moderator
guides a group discussion among participants on a specific topic to understand
their experiences and beliefs (Morgan, 1998).
Internet - At once a world-wide broadcasting capability, a mechanism for
information dissemination, and a medium for collaboration and interaction
between individuals and their computers without regard for geographic
location (Leiner et al. , 1997).
Learning network - A computer network used for online learning; consists of
the communities of learners who work together online (Harasim, 1993).
Listserv - An automatic mailing program that distributes Email to users who
share common interests and whose identifications are stored together. Any
mail sent to a list on the listserv is automatically distributed to everyone on the
list (Schrum and Berenfeld, 1997).
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Netiquette - A standard of behavior for users of electronic networks, informal
in nature, and constantly evolving (Schrum and Berenfeld, 1997); etiquette for
the Internet.
Questionnaire - A form of interview by proxy, with the interviewer removed
from the face-to-face interview (McKernan, 1991); written questions requiring
written responses (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988).
Synchronous tools - Communication tools that permit simultaneous
interactions by two or more group members (Smith, 1994).
Thematic analysis - A process for encoding qualitativ_e information. The
encoding requires an explicit "code" (Boyatzis , 1999).
Theme - A pattern found in the information that at a minimum describes and
organizes the possible observations or at the maximum interprets aspects of the
phenomenon (Boyatzis, 1999).
Traditional lecture-dominated classroom - A classroom in which problemsolving and role-playing are not methods of instruction, activities are instructorcentered and designed around formal lectures as determined by the instructor,
and students are generally passive and work individually or only with the
instructor on assignments. Also known as Type One teaching and learning
(Peters and Armstrong, 1998) and Lecture Conventions (Bruffee, 1993).
Triangulation - The use of multiple investigators , sources of data, or methods
to confirm the emerging findings of qualitative data (Merriam, 1998).
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Appendix B
Informed Consent Statement
An Action Research Project of
The Experience of Students in a Collaborative Learning Classroom
Consent Form
You are invited to participate in an action research project. The purpose of this study is to determine
what impact an online discussion forum has on a student's transition from a traditional. lecturedominated classroom to a collaborative classroom. The interview will be conducted by the Principal
Investigator and Co-Principal Investigator who has a wide range of experience in designing and
developing online training.
You are asked to participate in an audio taped focus interview that will last approximately one hour
(maximum of 2 hours) during class time .. You will be asked to share you experience of collaborative
learning in a classroom course augmented with online activities. Subsequent questions will be based on
your comments and responses . This interview will be audio taped so that the investigator can use your
exact words to compare with words of other participants. These interviews will be transcribed by the PI
into written form to allow comparative analysis. Your name will not appear on the tape or the transcript.
Transcripts will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the Co-Pis office in the Psychoeducational Studies
Unit and the tapes will be destroyed after transcription. You may contact the investigator following the
interview and during the analysis to clarify the interpretation of your experience. Your signed consent
form will be stored for three years past the completion of the study at a UT location. Transcripts will be
retained until completion of the study and then destroyed. No incentives are offered to you for your time
and effort in participating; however, you may personally benefit by talking about your experience. The
nature and direction of the interview will be determined by you and the investigator and will unfold as
the interview progresses.
Confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in a focus group; however, confidentiality will be maintained to
the best of the Pls ability. Any and all information you provide will be kept in confidence. Neither your
name nor any identifying information will be used in any reports although your words may be used to
support the interpretation and analysis. At no time will your words be linked or traceable to you.
You are free to choose not to participate in this study or you may withdraw from the study at any
time by notifying Melissa Portwood. Your audio tape and/or transcripts, and written surveys would be
destroyed upon your request.
Melissa M. Portwood, Principal Investigator
Dianne Whitaker, Co- Principal Investigator
PARTICIPANT'S STATEMENT
This study has been explained to me and I voluntarily consent to participate in this study. I have had an
opportunity to ask questions and understand that I may ask further questions at any time in the future by
contacting the investigator named above. I may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty. I
have received a copy of this consent form. I understand that I may receive a copy of the results of the
study.

Name Printed
Signature
Principal Investigator:

Melissa Marty Portwood
904 Pintail Road
Knoxville , TN 37922
(423) 966-4548

147

Date

Appendix C
Course Homepage - Spring 1998

A Tratli11011<1I Cla~,sroom Course

A11t1me111etl with Online Activities

0 Syllahus
0 Weekly Schedule
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@ Class Dire ctory
0 Discussion Fonun
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Psy cho edu citi onil Studies Unit. Co ll ege of Edu c.ition
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Last update d 12 Apri l 1QQ8
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Appendix D
Spring 1998 Information Sheet

During class, please print this page, complete it, and turn it in to Dianne.

If you did not complete this during the first class ,
please return to Melissa Portwood via Email.
GENERAL INFORMATION

Name:

Date:

Address:

City/Zip:

Home Phone:

Work Phone:

Fax:

Email:

HARDWARE/SOFTWARE

Will you be using:
a computer at home (or work) for course work.
the computing facilities on campus.
What type of computer do you own?
Computer

Modem

MHZ

System

386

120

14.4

Win 3.1

486

133

28.8

Win95

Pentium+

200+

56.6

Macintosh

What software will you be using?
Word Processing:

Email:

Is there anything you want the facilitators to know about yourself that might
affect your course work?
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AppendixE
Spring 1998 Mid-Semester Survey

This page contains an ANONYMOUS form for submitting a mid-semester
course evaluation to Melissa Portwood. This page generates an anonymous
e-mail, which is sent to Melissa's e-mail address. You are encouraged to submit
this evaluation by (insert Date). All data will be kept confidential. A follow-up
focus group discussion will take place to clarify any comments.
1. What kinds of problems have you had connecting to the homepage and/or

discussion forum?

2. How has the use of the discussion forum affected your relationships in this

class?

3. What is it about the discussion forum that attracted you?
4. What differences do you notice between our discussions in class, in the

discussion forum, and in e-mail?

5. Based on your experiences thus far, what do you think are the strengths or

advantages to using the discussion forum?

6. What are the weaknesses or disadvantages of the discussion forum?
7. How are the interactions in your small group different from (or the same as)

the large group?

8. How have we achieved collaborative learning?

9. What changes can we make so that the discussion forum and/or our
face-to-face sessions are more collaborative?
Press this button to submit the evaluation.
Press this button to reset the form and start over.
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Submit
Start Over

Appendix F
Spring 1998 Focus Group Interview
Discussion Guide
1. Describe any problems you have had connecting to the homepage and/or

discussion forum.

2. Describe how the discussion forum has affected your relationships in this

class.

3. Describe what attracts you to the discussion forum.
4. Describe the differences between our discussions in class, in the discussion

forum, and in e-mail.

5. Based on your experiences thus far, describe any strengths or advantages to

using the discussion forum.

6. Describe any weaknesses or disadvantages of the discussion forum.
7. Describe how the interactions in your small group are different from (or the

same as) the large group.

8. Have we achieved collaborative learning?
9 . What changes can we make so that the discussion forum and/or our

face-to-face sessions are more collaborative?
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Appendix G
Course Homepage - Spring 1999

PES 504

Spring 1999
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Writing for Professional Publication Tu esday 5:05-7:45 p.m.
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Site Index
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Bib liography

Appendix H
Spring 1999 Information Sheet

So we know more about you and your computer skills, please complete this
form and click "Submit" at the bottom of the page. Thanks!
General Information
Name :
Major:
E-mail:
Phone:
Home Page URL:
Hardware/Software Information

What is your level of computer skill?
------- Select a skill level ------Novice
Intermediate
Advanced
Where will you use a computer to complete course assignments?
------- Select a location ------Home (or work)
On-campus computing facilities
Both -- home and campus
What type of computer do you use?
------- Select a Computer ------PC
Mac
What is the level of computer processor?
------- Select a level ------386
486

Pentium or higher
Don't know
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What is your modem speed?
------- Select a modem speed ------14 .4
28.8

56 .6

Tl or higher
Don't know

Which browser software do you use?
------- Select a browser ------Netscape
Microsoft Internet Explorer
Other
AboutYou
Is there anything you want the facilitators to know about yourself that might
affect your course work?
Submit Information
Press this button to submit:
Press this button to reset and start over:
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Appendix I
Spring 1999 Online Individual Questionnaire
Mid-Semester and End-of-Semester

This page contains a form for submitting an individual questionnaire to Melissa
Portwood. This page generates an anonymous e-mail, which is sent to Melissa's
e-mail address. You are encouraged to submit this evaluation by [insert date].
All data will be kept confidential. A follow-up focus group discussion will take
place to discuss your comments.
1. Describe your participation in the class? The participation of the

instructors?

2. Talk about the expectations of preparing for class from week-to-week.
3. Describe what it was like working with the members of your small group.
4. What are the sources of knowledge in this class?

5. Describe your use of the discussion forum.
6. What can we do better that we aren't doing now?

Press button to submit the evaluation.
Press button to reset the form and start over.
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Appendix J
Spring 1999 Focus Group Interview Discussion Guide
1. Describe your participation in the class? The participation of the

instructors?

2. Talk about the expectations of preparing for class from week-to-week.
3. Describe what it was like working with the members of your small group.
4. What are the sources of knowledge in this class?
5. Describe your use of the discussion forum.

6. What can we do better that we aren't doing now?
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VITA

I received three degrees from Southern Illinois University at Carbondale: (1)
an Associates of Science in Word Processing in 1987, (2) a Bachelor of Science
in Education in 1988, and (3) a Master of Science in Education in 1990. As part
of my Master's degree, I completed an instructional design internship with
McDonnell Douglas in St. Louis, Missouri.
In December of 1990, I went to work for the Paducah Gaseous Diffusion
Plant which is owned and operated by Martin Marietta Energy Systems in
Paducah, Kentucky (now known as Lockheed Martin Energy Systems). For two
years, I designed, developed, and evaluated training programs and taught basic
instructor training. In 1992, with the encouragement of my training manager,
Dr. John Dew, I transferred within Lockheed Martin to the Oak Ridge National
Laboratory in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, with the intent of entering a doctoral
program at the University of Tennessee. In 1994, I was transferred to the Y-12
Plant and the Performance Technology Services organization of the Center for
Continuing Education. For the past 5 years, I have been designing and
developing computer- and web-based training programs.
My area of research interest focuses on collaborative learning and how
online communication tools can improve and enrich learning collaboratively.
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